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Foreword 

 

The fight against racism and discrimination has taken on a new dimension with the rise of the internet 

and social media. The boundaries between the real and virtual worlds are becoming increasingly 

blurred. On the one hand, like-minded people everywhere are connecting on the internet to spread 

hate and incite racist acts. They write things online that they would never say in face-to-face conversa-

tion. At the same time, racist acts are being deliberately documented to ensure they reach the widest 

possible audience on the internet. The attack in Christchurch at the start of 2019 is a shocking exam-

ple of this. If we want to understand racism today, we must understand the internet – and vice versa. 

In this context, we need to hear opposing voices, both public and private. Voices that stand up for 

decency, common values and clear boundaries – both online and offline. Numerous organisations and 

individuals are committed to fighting racism and discrimination in Switzerland. This report by the Ser-

vice for Combating Racism provides an overview. 

The report also demonstrates that racism is a structural problem. Changes are required in many areas 

of life – such as at work, when looking for housing or in public life – to enable all people, regardless of 

their origin, religious affiliation or nationality, to participate in society on an equal basis. Racial discrim-

ination must be recognised for what it is and labelled as such, and this report is an important step 

along the way. 

 

Federal Councillor Alain Berset 

Head of the Federal Department of Home Affairs 
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Executive summary 

The many different ways in which racial discrimination manifests itself make it difficult to measure. 

Only by aggregating data from a variety of sources can we gain an overview of the situation. The 

fourth report of the Service for Combating Racism, covering the 2017–18 period, analyses the latest 

available data and presents the measures taken by the state and civil society to combat racism. It is 

intended as a reference work for professionals in the field and anyone else with an interest in the sub-

ject, while also serving as an instrument for monitoring racial discrimination in Switzerland over the 

long term. 

The data analysed includes the results of the most recent survey on diversity and coexistence in Swit-

zerland (VeS) carried out by the Federal Statistical Office (FSO), statistical data on important areas of 

life and specific sections of the population (integration indicators, etc.), plus data gathered by the ad-

vice centres and data on judgments handed down by the courts. The results reveal trends and 

demonstrate that systematic discrimination exists: 

 The statistics from the VeS survey have barely changed, although they remain at a high level, 

with every third person feeling uncomfortable in the presence of people perceived as ‘differ-

ent’. Negative attitudes are still most pronounced with regard to Muslims. At the same time, 

racism is seen as a serious social problem, with one third of those questioned believing that 

more should be done to fight it.  

 Younger people appear to encounter discrimination more often – the share of VeS survey re-

spondents in the 15–24 age group having experienced discrimination in the last five years has 

risen sharply since 2016, from 28% to 38%. While a more detailed study would be required to 

determine whether younger people are actually discriminated against more frequently, they do 

seem to have a heightened awareness of racial discrimination.  

Discrimination is encountered in all areas of life. The report looks at these in detail: 

 Discrimination is reported as particularly prevalent when looking for work and in everyday 

working life. This has been the foremost issue in cases dealt with by the advice centres for 

years. As employment is seen as a key driver of integration, discrimination in this context is 

felt particularly keenly and thus often prompts victims to seek advice. 

 Racial discrimination in the media and on the internet is given its own chapter for the first time. 

Online racist hate speech has reached such a quantitative and qualitative magnitude that it is 

now making democratic debate difficult. Appropriate strategies and measures are required to 

tackle it – specifically, prosecuting hate speech as a criminal offence, creating counter-

narratives as an intervention mechanism and stepping up awareness-raising and prevention.  

Measures to protect against discrimination and combat racism are being taken in every area of life. 

However, many of these activities are conducted on an ad-hoc basis and do not form part of an overall 

strategy – protection against discrimination is generally still not seen as requiring a long-term ap-

proach. 

 This is also true of the cantonal integration programmes (CIPs). Although milestones have 

been achieved in establishing advisory services and mainstreaming protection against dis-

crimination, the latter is still all too frequently regarded as an additional strand of integration 

work rather than as a condition for integration. Insufficient progress has been made in creating 

equal access to all institutions and guaranteeing the non-discriminatory treatment of everyone 

living in Switzerland by these institutions. 
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 The advisory services set up or developed under the CIPs face an uncertain future. They often 

lack the necessary resources to invest in the quality and accessibility of their services or to 

make them better known.  

 Data from the VeS survey and studies on anti-black racism demonstrate that everyday racism 

is often expressed in the form of remarks or gestures that are subtle, but nevertheless insult-

ing. This makes it all the more difficult to label racism as such and to react to it – even if it is a 

very real problem for those who feel restricted and undermined by it in their day-to-day lives. 

Efforts to combat racism must pay more attention to the effect on the victims and less to the 

intentions of the perpetrators.  

 In this respect, the increasing presence in civil society movements of individuals who have ex-

perienced racism is a positive development. Their activities, which draw on this experience, 

help to widen the public debate, e.g. by standing up to racial profiling, calling for a post-

colonial view of Switzerland or proposing a new discourse on Switzerland as a migration soci-

ety. 
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1 Introduction 

Racial discrimination happens. This becomes clear on reading the data and information gathered in 

this report. It happens when people are trying to access work, housing and services in other areas. 

And it happens in everyday life, often without being recognised as such. Whatever the context, it is 

important to make a distinction between discrimination as experienced at the individual level and dis-

crimination and racism at the structural level. The report seeks to address both aspects. The task of 

examining the various levels of discrimination and racism is made all the more difficult by the fact that 

discrimination on the basis of origin, colour, religion, lifestyle or language is often subtle and appears 

in the guise of supposed cultural differences. 

The 2018 report of the Service for Combating Racism (SCRA) covers both 2017 and 2018. In individ-

ual cases, it refers to events happening in 2019 if these are relevant to the development or action be-

ing described. The report provides an overview of the latest data and delivers an assessment of the 

overall situation based on the results of the most recent surveys. It also takes a general look at the 

areas of life in question, summarising where the problems lie and what is being done to solve them. 

 The first part discusses the terminology used and the competent institutions (chapters 2 and 

3) before considering the legal basis and developments in this area during the reporting period 

(chapter 4). Chapter 5 provides an overview of the data available in Switzerland and the 

trends it reveals.  

 The second part analyses the situation in relation to various topics and areas of life, and pro-

vides an overview of the action being taken to combat racial discrimination (chapter 6). It be-

gins by focusing on transversal topics and measures: what the cantonal integration pro-

grammes (CIPs) are doing to provide protection, racism in the media and online – a new addi-

tion to the report – and right-wing extremism. It then takes a look at the situation in particularly 

susceptible areas of life such as work, housing and access to public services. Finally, the re-

port addresses issues faced by the most vulnerable sections of the population. 

The second survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland (VeS), conducted by the Federal Sta-

tistical Office (FSO) in 2018, shows that a majority of respondents (59%) believe racism in Switzerland 

to be a major social problem. There is a feeling that measures to rectify this should be taken above all 

by the state (i.e. the federal government) but also by each individual. And although a large number of 

those surveyed had a positive attitude towards Muslims, black people, Jews and foreigners living in 

Switzerland, more than one third said they were uncomfortable in the presence of people perceived as 

‘different’. On the other hand, 28% of those questioned claimed that they personally had experienced 

discrimination.1  

While the survey results hint at trends in relation to attitudes and experienced discrimination, they do 

not provide a comprehensive picture of structural discrimination in Switzerland. This makes it all the 

more important to include data from other sources that give some indication of systematic inequalities 

between population groups when analysing the VeS survey. Only by comparing and contrasting the 

results of the survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland, the data gathered by the advice cen-

tres and the statistical data on different areas of life (FSO integration indicators, specific research re-

sults) can we identify trends and systematic discrimination.  

In addition to depicting the situation, the report is concerned with the action taken to protect against 

discrimination. The report presents the most comprehensive overview currently available of measures 

to combat racism and discrimination in Switzerland, without making any claims to completeness. The 

focus is on action taken by the state and cross-regional activities. The federal government is responsi-

                                                      

1 www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and coexistence in Switzerland 

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
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ble for some of these areas, while others fall within the remit of the cantons and communes. There-

fore, examples of regional and local measures are described in each chapter alongside those taken by 

civil society organisations.  

In order to gain an outside view, the Federal Commission against Racism (FCR) and the Federal 

Commission on Migration (FCM) give their opinion of the report in chapters 8 and 9. The presidents of 

the FCR and the FCM comment on the situation presented in the report and the work done by the 

federal government, cantons, cities and communes to provide protection against discrimination by 

answering 10 questions.  
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2 Terminology  

When talking about racism and racial discrimination, it is important to establish a common understand-

ing of the terms being used in the discussion. Only the most important terms are outlined below. Any-

one wishing more detailed explanations should refer to the 2014 study on the language of racism and 

its use in the national and international context produced on behalf of the SCRA together with experts 

from the Federal Department of Foreign Affairs (FDFA).2  

Racism in the narrower sense describes an ideology that divides people into supposedly natural 

groups on the basis of their ethnic origin, nationality or religion (‘races’) and arranges these groups 

hierarchically. People are thus not judged and treated as individuals, but are viewed as members of 

pseudo-natural groupings which are assigned shared characteristics that are considered immutable. 

However, in the broader sense, the term ‘racism’ also encompasses an unintentional or even uncon-

scious hierarchical vision of population groups that is not necessarily based on ideology, but neverthe-

less leaves its mark on social structures, institutions and dynamics and gives rise to power relations, 

exclusions and privileges. Except where a different meaning is set down in law, this is the understand-

ing of racism used in the following report.  

As a social construct, a ‘race’ is not only defined by its outward appearance, but also by supposed 

differences in culture, religion or ancestral heritage that are used to explain existing socio-economic 

inequalities. Biologistic forms of racism are based on outward characteristics: these are seen as indi-

cators of hereditary mental and social traits with which the supposed inferiority of certain groups of 

people are associated. Culturalist forms of racism, meanwhile, legitimise such inferiority on the basis 

of a person’s – actual or ascribed – social, cultural or religious affiliation.  

The term ‘race’ is now frowned upon in German-speaking countries, where it is considered unac-

ceptable as a category for classifying humankind. However, it remains enshrined in international trea-

ties as one of the potential grounds for discrimination, and thus also continues to feature in the legal 

provisions of most countries, including Switzerland. In the English-speaking world, ‘race’ is understood 

as a socially constructed category and, therefore, not avoided. Thus far, no alternative terms or de-

scriptions have become established as semantically broad enough to cover all of the characteristics 

encompassed by the word ‘race’ and to guarantee the same degree of protection against racial dis-

crimination. In Swiss legal practice, the term ‘race’ includes not only physical, but also social, linguis-

tic, cultural and historical components.3 Where it is used in other official texts, the authorities either 

point out the problems associated with the term or place it in quotation marks.4 

Racial discrimination is a legal term that describes any practice by which people are denied their 

rights, treated unfairly or with intolerance, humiliated, threatened or have their lives or health endan-

gered on grounds of their physical appearance, ethnic origin, cultural characteristics (language or 

name) and/or (real or perceived) religious affiliation. It can affect Swiss and foreign nationals in equal 

measure and – especially in everyday life – is not necessarily underpinned by ideology.  

                                                      

2 Naguib, Tarek. The language of racism in the national and international context. An interpretive framework which factors in 
international and constitutional law. Expert report compiled on behalf of the Service for Combating Racism (SCRA), Federal 
Department of Home Affairs (FDHA). Winterthur/Bern, 27 August 2014: www.frb.admin.ch > Statutory rights and advice > Legal 
framework. The study is available in English, German and French. The study approaches the topic from a juristic perspective, 
exploring the ideological, political, academic and legal discourse at length. However, it can also be referred to on an ad hoc 
basis for information on the topics covered.  

3 Federal Council dispatch on Switzerland’s accession to the International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial 
Discrimination of 1965 and the revision of the Swiss Criminal Code of 2 March 1992 (p. 279; in DE/FR/IT): “A race in this broad 
– sociological – sense is a group of people who consider themselves, on the basis of innate and immutable characteristics, to 
be different from other groups and/or are considered as such.” 

4 This issue is considered in greater detail in chapter 4 (Legal framework).  

http://www.frb.admin.ch/
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A distinction must be made between racist incidents or racial discrimination and racist attitudes. They 

too are not necessarily underpinned by ideology and do not necessarily lead to racist acts. Personal 

attitudes voiced in private are protected by the right to freedom of expression. However, they can con-

tribute to a climate in which there is a tendency to tolerate or approve of racist statements and discrim-

inatory acts, even though the majority of the population would never behave in such a manner them-

selves.  

Direct discrimination occurs when someone is treated less favourably than another person in a 

comparable situation on grounds that are unlawful. Indirect discrimination refers to practices, poli-

cies or legal rules which appear to be neutral but nevertheless still lead to certain people being treated 

less favourably than others on grounds that are unlawful. Individuals may also be subjected to multi-

ple discrimination if they are discriminated against concurrently on several grounds such as origin, 

colour, culture or religion in addition to gender, social class, disability or another characteristic. This 

phenomenon affects women who come from both an ethnic minority and a disadvantaged social class, 

for example, thus combining a number of ‘vulnerable’ characteristics. In the case of intersectional 

racism, several forms of exclusion interact concurrently in such a way as to give rise to a very distinct 

and specific form of discrimination. In other words, it is not the individual protected characteristics in 

themselves that result in discrimination, but rather the sum of their parts. One example here would be 

a woman in a hijab being refused citizenship.5 

Xenophobia, which literally means ‘fear of strangers’, describes an attitude based on prejudices and 

stereotypes that creates negative feelings towards everything that is perceived to be foreign, strange 

or unfamiliar. Social psychology tells us that hostility towards those who are perceived in this way 

gives rise to a belief in the superiority of one’s own culture over others. The pictures built up of those 

seen as ‘foreign’ or ‘other’ are based on sociocultural criteria. In other words, they are not an inherent 

part of the natural order and can be changed. The danger in using the term xenophobia is that seeking 

to explain stigmatisation mechanisms in terms of psychology and biology (as indicated by the ‘-phobia’ 

suffix; i.e. explaining prejudices as a natural human reaction) is tantamount to saying that violence and 

exclusion are inevitable given the nature of things. However, the term is useful in describing a vague 

attitude that is not necessarily rooted in ideology but which represents a general rejection of every-

thing ‘foreign’, a fear of ‘over-foreignisation’ and the desire for a discriminatory, restrictive immigration 

policy. Another reason for using this term is the fact that it is enshrined in international treaties and 

documents (commonly paired with racism as ‘racism and xenophobia’). 

 

Racism can manifest itself in many specific forms. Naming them can help to better identify the causes 

and ways in which they are expressed, and make it easier to apply targeted measures.  

The term anti-Muslimism describes a negative outlook or attitude towards people who identify them-

selves as Muslims or are perceived as such. Other components may include a dislike of people who 

come from a particular (predominantly Muslim) country, opposition to a society that is judged to be 

patriarchal and sexist, or the rejection of fundamental religious practices. The term anti-Muslimism is 

preferred here to that of Islamophobia as the main aim of the government measures tackling discrimi-

nation against Muslims is to protect individuals and groups of people, and not the religion as such.  

Anti-black racism, or racism directed towards black people, is based specifically on skin colour 

and physical characteristics. Conclusions are drawn about a person’s inner being (genotype) from 

their outward appearance (phenotype), and negative traits and behaviours are ascribed to them on 

that basis. Unlike racist attitudes and behaviour towards other people on grounds of their (actual or 

perceived) religion or culture, this type of racism is based on characteristics that are both visible and 

                                                      

5 See Naguib, Tarek, 2014, p. 26. 
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immutable. The person’s outward appearance, including their skin colour, is the sole deciding factor, 

regardless of whether they have just arrived in Switzerland or lived here for generations. Anti-black 

racism can be traced back to the racist ideologies of the 18th and 19th centuries in particular, which 

served as justification for colonialism and slavery. It currently affects very different sections of the 

population in Switzerland (Swiss people of African, North or South American descent, and immigrants 

from those regions and neighbouring European countries).  

Antisemitism / anti-Judaism / hatred of Jews: Antisemitism describes actions such as attacks on 

the physical integrity or property of Jewish people and institutions. However, antisemitism can also 

refer to hostile convictions, prejudices and stereotypes that manifest themselves – clearly or otherwise 

– within a culture or society and in the actions of its members, and which are intended to humiliate or 

disadvantage Jewish people and institutions. More specifically, Anti-Judaism, or hatred of Jews, de-

scribes a negative outlook or attitude towards people who identify themselves as Jewish or are per-

ceived as such. Antisemitism is now used as a generic term and partly as a synonym for all forms of 

hostility towards Jews. The main aim of the government measures tackling discrimination against 

those who are Jewish or perceived as Jewish is to protect individuals and groups of people, and not 

the religion as such.6 

Antigypsyism is a term that draws important parallels with antisemitism. It has been in use since the 

1980s to describe an attitude shaped by stereotypical views and hostility towards Yenish, Sinti, Roma 

and other individuals and groups who have been, or continue to be, stigmatised as ‘gypsies’ and as-

cribed the associated negative characteristics. Historically, antigypsyism has taken the form of eco-

nomic, social or state-sponsored discrimination and various forms of political persecution that go as far 

as deportation, internment, forced sterilisation and state-perpetrated genocide. The term is not without 

controversy as it includes the word ‘gypsy’, which is itself an external name with racist connotations. 

Right-wing extremism is characterised by its refusal to recognise that all human beings are equal, 

coupled with an ideology of exclusion that may also be accompanied by an increased propensity for 

violence. Racism and xenophobia constitute core elements of all definitions of right-wing extremism. 

Those who espouse right-wing extremism firmly believe in racially or ethnically based social inequality 

and seek to establish ethnic homogeneity. They refuse to accept that fundamental rights and human 

rights apply universally to all people everywhere. They reject the pluralism of values that characterises 

liberal democracy and wage war on the ‘multiculturalism’ of a globalised world.  

                                                      

6 This definition is largely based on that provided by the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA); it is presented 
here in an expanded form to take account of the situation in Switzerland. Further information is available at: 
www.holocaustremembrance.com  

http://www.holocaustremembrance.com/
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3 Competent institutions 

At federal level 

Protecting against and eliminating discrimination is a cross-cutting topic that spans every area and 

level of authority within the Federal Administration. Specialised bodies have therefore been set up, 

each with their own clearly defined remit, to ensure that this issue is tackled in a manner that is fit for 

purpose and not merely paid lip service to through vague statements of intent. Most of these bodies 

form part of the Federal Department of Home Affairs (FDHA), and each has its own legal basis and list 

of duties.7 A number of extra-parliamentary commissions also play an important role by keeping a 

critical eye on developments, identifying the need for action and reconciling governmental and non-

governmental measures.8 Including their secretariats, the two services and two commissions involved 

in combating racism employ a total of 12 FTEs and have a total annual ordinary budget of just under 

CHF 800,000.  

Service for Combating Racism: Established in 2001, the Service for Combating Racism (SCRA) 

promotes, coordinates and networks action to combat racism and racial discrimination, and supports 

authorities and institutions at the federal, cantonal and communal level. It is involved in Switzerland’s 

efforts within the relevant international institutions (in particular the UN, Council of Europe and the 

OSCE) and actively encourages exchanges with non-governmental organisations and research insti-

tutes. By December 2018, the SCRA had provided CHF 16.7 million in support to a total of 953 pro-

jects throughout Switzerland, with around CHF 5.5 million also going to 436 school projects.  

Service for Combating Extremism in the Armed Forces: The Service for Combating Extremism in 

the Armed Forces (FS EXA) supports the Federal Department of Defence, Civil Protection and Sport 

(DDPS) in all matters related to extremism within the army. It serves as both a point of contact and a 

reporting office, investigating reported incidents, providing advice on legal issues, leadership and pre-

vention measures and information on extremist groups and movements. All members of the armed 

forces can turn to the service regardless of their rank and function; however, it is also open to cantonal 

and communal authorities, civilians and the media. Another of its tasks is to deliver awareness-raising 

modules as part of a wide range of military training courses for senior officers. The service was set up 

in 2002 and since 2005 has been attached to the SCRA at the FDHA for administrative purposes. 

However, it works exclusively on behalf of the military and is accountable to the Chief of Armed Forces 

Personnel.  

Federal Commission against Racism: The Federal Commission against Racism (FCR) is an extra-

parliamentary commission, set up in 1995, that keeps a critical eye on racist phenomena and racial 

discrimination, monitoring incidents and activities in this area. It is tasked by the Federal Council with 

“promoting a better understanding among people of different race, colour, national or ethnic origin and 

religion, and combating all forms of direct and indirect racial discrimination, attaching particular im-

portance to effective prevention”. In doing so, the FCR also addresses the needs and concerns of 

minorities and is free to state its opinion without having to adopt an official political line or government 

stance. The Commission’s 16 members constitute a balanced representation of interest groups and 

minority groups, in which both genders and all of Switzerland’s languages, regions and religions are 

represented. The Commission is supported by a secretariat, which is organisationally attached to the 

FDHA General Secretariat.  

                                                      

7 Federal Office for Gender Equality (FOGE), Federal Bureau for the Equality of People with Disabilities (FBED), Service for 
Combating Racism (SCRA). 

8 The following are the main commissions concerned with racial discrimination: Federal Commission against Racism (FCR), 
Federal Commission on Migration (FCM), Federal Commission for Women's Issues (FCWI), Federal Commission for Child and 
Youth Affairs (FCCY). 
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Federal Commission on Migration: The extra-parliamentary Federal Commission on Migration 

(FCM) consists of 30 experts elected by the Federal Council. It is mandated by law to address social, 

economic, cultural, political, demographic and legal issues arising from the presence of foreign nation-

als residing in Switzerland. It advises the Federal Council and the public administration on questions 

of migration, supports projects that promote social cohesion and publishes studies and recommenda-

tions. It addresses topics ranging from protecting refugees to labour migration and political participa-

tion to issues related to protecting against discrimination within the scope of encouraging integration.  

At cantonal and communal level 

All of the cantons have provisions in their constitutions and legislation on integration policy that give 

them an explicit and implicit mandate to protect against discrimination. They have entrusted integra-

tion offices or integration delegates with implementing this mandate, and these have come together to 

form the Swiss Conference of Communal, Regional and Cantonal Integration Delegates (KID). The 

KID helps shape Switzerland’s integration policy, thus playing a significant role in establishing anti-

discriminatory protection as one of the pillars of integration policy; its secretariat is run by the Confer-

ence of the Cantonal Governments of Switzerland (CCG). The cities and communes also play a 

major role in translating protection against discrimination into practice. Like the cantons, many cities 

have appointed their own integration delegates or run integration offices, which are also members of 

the KID. In addition, several cantons and cities have ombudsman’s offices, which also deal with ques-

tions of discrimination related to actions of the state and its agencies. 
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4 Legal framework 

Awareness-raising, prevention and extralegal interventions are essential in effectively combating racial 

discrimination in the long term. However, in concrete cases, the victims must be able to rely on legal 

protection. The constitutional prohibition of discrimination (Art. 8 Cst) and the prosecution of racial 

discrimination as a criminal offence (Art. 261bis SCC) are the primary legal instruments at the federal 

level. A number of general provisions also protect against racial discrimination under private law.9 At 

the cantonal level, prohibition and protection are enshrined partly in the cantonal constitutions and 

partly in sector-specific laws and ordinances.10 

The Federal Constitution guarantees every person living in Switzerland the right to equal treatment 

and prohibits discrimination on the basis of protected characteristics such as origin, race, gender, age, 

language, social status, way of life, religious or philosophical beliefs or political opinions, or because of 

a physical, mental or psychological disability.11 Racial discrimination is understood to mean any form 

of unequal treatment or discrimination against people on the grounds of their ethnic origin, race, lan-

guage or religion, for which there is no objective reason. In other words, unequal treatment based on 

these characteristics does not always constitute discrimination. However, for it to be lawful, the con-

duct in question must be justified. The ban applies to both direct and indirect discrimination, but 

whether or not there was any intent to discriminate is irrelevant. 

Although the term ‘race’ is now frowned upon in German-speaking countries, it is enshrined in interna-

tional treaties (namely those of the UN, the Council of Europe and the OSCE) and continues to be 

used in countries like the USA as a protected characteristic or social category (to denote a potential 

vulnerability to discrimination). This is just one reason why it continues to be used in a legal context in 

most countries, while at the same time forming the regular subject of political debate. The term is also 

mentioned in the Federal Constitution and in Swiss legislation, where it is used in a broad sense that 

covers physical, social, linguistic, cultural and historical components.12 When used in other official 

texts, it is generally either placed in quotation marks or the reasons for its usage are explained. In 

Switzerland too, consideration has occasionally been given to replacing the term ‘race’ with other ex-

pressions. However, initiatives of this kind can be motivated by very different objectives: for example, 

some would like to see the term removed from the Constitution and legislation as they consider the 

concept of ‘race’ to have no scientific basis and the word itself to be racist. Others believe that no 

longer using the term ‘race’ would call into question the existence of racism – and the necessity of 

combating racism. In the interest of creating an objective basis for this discussion, in 2018 the SCRA 

commissioned an external expert to produce an overview of where the international debate currently 

stands and what this might mean for Swiss law.13 

                                                      

9 The SCRA’s online guide provides a more detailed description of the legal situation at the national, cantonal and international 
level: www.rechtsratgeber-frb.admin.ch > Rechtslage (in DE/FR/IT) 

10 E.g. Art. 49 para. 3 of the act on hospital care in the canton of Bern, Art. 18 of the ordinance on social assistance in the 
canton of Zurich, Art. 10 of the education act in the canton of Obwalden, Art. 25 para. 1 let. b of the citizenship act in the canton 
of St Gallen, Art. 10 para. 3 let. a of the ordinance on the promotion of affordable housing in the canton of Basel-Stadt, Art. 15 
para. 2 of the personnel ordinance of University Hospital Zurich, Art. 5 of the personnel ordinance of the University of Basel and 
Art. 25 of the ordinance on the Arxhof young offenders institution in the canton of Basel-Landschaft. 

11 This list is not conclusive. 

12 Federal Council dispatch on Switzerland’s accession to the International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial 
Discrimination of 1965 and the revision of the Swiss Criminal Code of 2 March 1992 (p. 279; in DE/FR/IT): “A race in this broad 
– sociological – sense is a group of people who consider themselves, on the basis of innate and immutable characteristics, to 
be different from other groups and/or are considered as such.”  

13 Mahon, Pascal / Graf, Anne-Laurence / Steffanini, Federica: La notion de « race » dans le droit suisse. Expertise juridique. 
Neuchâtel, 2019: www.frb.admin.ch > Recht und Beratung > Rechtliche Grundlagen (in DE) 

http://www.rechtsratgeber-frb.admin.ch/
http://www.frb.admin.ch/
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The resulting overview reveals that some countries (e.g. Austria, Finland and Sweden) have already 

partly replaced the term ‘race’ with other expressions, without completely excising it from their legisla-

tion. However, the chosen alternatives such as ‘ethnic affiliation’, ‘ethnicity’, ‘social and territorial iden-

tity’, ‘origin’ or ‘physical appearance’ do not cover every aspect of the characteristics that can motivate 

racial discrimination and are not able to provide greater clarity in interpreting the law. Other countries 

have taken a conscious decision not to abandon the term ‘race’: they argue that, rather than recognis-

ing the existence of ‘races’, it acknowledges the fact that racism continues to exist and must be fought. 

There are a few pragmatic compromise solutions to be found between these two positions: French 

criminal law, for example, now refers to ‘so-called races’ (prétendues races). Whatever option is cho-

sen, it is essential from a legal point of view that it does not restrict or weaken protection against dis-

crimination (for example, by limiting it to discrimination based on ethnic origin in a narrower sense or 

on migrant background) and that it guarantees respect for the current human rights obligations in this 

area.  

According to the Federal Supreme Court, the characteristic of origin includes nationality. Foreigners 

should not suffer any disadvantage compared with either the Swiss or other foreigners.14 However, 

treating foreign nationals and Swiss citizens differently is not discrimination if it can be objectively justi-

fied. The fact that foreign nationals are not able to vote or take part in referendums at the national 

level does not constitute discrimination from a legal viewpoint as this form of unequal treatment is 

provided for in the Federal Constitution. 

The fundamental rights set out in the Federal Constitution only apply directly to the relationship be-

tween the state and its citizens (vertical effect); however, according to Art. 35, it must be ensured that 

they also apply indirectly to relationships among private persons (horizontal effect) by means of pro-

tective norms under administrative, criminal and private law.  

The criminal code is the only piece of legislation that explicitly deals with racial discrimination. The 

anti-racism provision under Art. 261bis of the Swiss Criminal Code (SCC) and Art. 171c of the Military 

Criminal Code (MCC) prohibits acts of racial discrimination that are particularly serious (i.e. that reach 

a certain level of intensity) and public in nature (i.e. not taking place in private, among family and 

friends, or in an environment characterised by personal relationships or special trust). If they cannot 

be classed as public, they must be prosecuted under other criminal offences such as insult (Art. 177 

SCC) or assault (Art. 122 ff. SCC). The primary goal of Art. 261bis SCC is to protect human dignity (cf. 

Art. 7 Cst). This entails the additional duty to maintain public order, thus enabling the population to live 

together in peace and security. Human dignity is violated whenever an attack directed against a per-

son or group of persons is aimed at the very core of their personality and they are treated as inferior or 

denied the quality of being human or the right to live.  

The Victim Support Act (VSA; SR 312.5) obliges the state (canton) to pay compensation to the victims 

of racial discrimination if they have suffered direct harm to their physical, psychological or sexual in-

tegrity as the result of a criminal act. To qualify, the impairment must be sufficiently severe. The com-

pensation is provided by the state on a subsidiary basis and there is a ceiling on the amount. In partic-

ularly severe cases, victims are eligible for moral damages (also capped). The Federal Supreme Court 

delivered a ruling that clarified the circumstances under which a person affected by racial discrimina-

tion can be considered a victim under Article 2 paragraph 1 of the Victim Support Act and to what ex-

tent. It found that a racially motivated attack must involve acts of aggression. If this is not the case and 

the attack does not qualify as any other offence, such as assault, arson, etc., then the person may 

only be considered a victim in particularly serious cases.15 The decision states that it is not the severi-

                                                      

14 See for example: BGE 129 I 392, E. 3.2.2. (in DE) 
15 BGE 128 I 218, E. 1.5 and 1.6. (in DE)  
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ty of the offence but the degree to which the injured party has been impaired that is decisive in deter-

mining whether or not they qualify as a victim.16  

As contraventions of the criminal provision outlawing racism constitute offences that are prosecuted ex 

officio, they can be reported to the competent investigating authority (police or public prosecutor's 

office) by anyone who is aware of them and not only by those directly affected. As soon as a criminal 

act has been reported or proceedings have been initiated ex officio, the authorities begin to take evi-

dence. If the investigating authority reaches the conclusion that there is reasonable suspicion that a 

crime has been committed, the public prosecutor's office brings charges before the competent criminal 

court of first instance. If the evidence is clear, the public prosecutor's office usually reaches a decision 

(summary penalty order, decision to abandon or not to commence proceedings) without involving the 

court. 

During the reporting period, thanks to a parliamentary initiative, the focus of debate regarding the anti-

racism provision lay primarily on extending its scope to include discrimination based on sexual orienta-

tion.17 Work on the draft text prompted a lively discussion on whether gender identity should also be 

included as a criterion in addition to sexual orientation. However, Parliament rejected this when it 

came to the final vote. A referendum has been called and the draft legislation will be put before the 

people. 

Private law is primarily concerned with actions to establish that discrimination exists, actions to re-

move it and orders to cease and desist. Individuals whose personality rights have been infringed by 

racial discrimination have recourse to the protection of legal personality rights afforded under Art. 28 ff. 

of the Swiss Civil Code (CC). The special protection of employees’ personality rights under Art. 328 

CO applies in the working world. Under tenancy law, racist statements directed at a tenant or a racially 

motivated eviction may be classed as acting in bad faith or unlawful conduct (Art. 2 para. 1 CC and the 

right to challenge notice of termination of leases on the basis of Art. 271 para. 1 CO) or even as a 

breach of the protection of legal personality (Art. 28 ff. CC). Landlords may not refuse a tenant con-

sent to sub-let if this is racially motivated (Art. 262 para. 2 CO). In general, the principle of acting in 

good faith (Art. 2 CC) applies to all relationships under private law. Despite these statutory provisions, 

there are gaps in the protection against racial discrimination afforded under private law and there is no 

precise definition of the general prohibition on discrimination like the one set out in the Gender Equali-

ty Act or the Disability Discrimination Act. 

In its May 2016 report on the right to legal protection against discrimination, presented in response to 

the Naef postulate, the Federal Council looked into various measures for improving protection against 

discrimination under private law: specifically, introducing additional protective provisions in certain 

areas governed by private law (e.g. employment law, tenancy law, general contract law), extending 

the right of associations to bring a group action, reducing the cost of civil proceedings and launching 

awareness-raising measures to tackle the problem of multiple discrimination.  

The report served as a basis for the Federal Council to draft an amendment to the Civil Procedures 

Code, which was sent out for consultation in early 2018. It is intended to help citizens enforce their 

rights under private law by facilitating their access to the courts. Specifically, the draft amendment 

proposes that the court fees to be paid in advance should be limited to no more than half the expected 

costs. This will make it easier for people who are not entitled to legal aid to assert their rights before a 

court. Furthermore, the right of associations to bring a group action should no longer be restricted to 

infringements of personality rights, but should also apply to disputes under employment or tenancy 

                                                      

16 Ibid., E 1.2 

17 Parliamentary initiative ‘Kampf der Diskriminierung aufgrund der sexuellen Orientierung’ (PI 13.407) submitted by Mathias 
Reynard on 7 March 2013 (in DE/FR/IT). 
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law. In addition, an organisation, such as an association, should be allowed to bring an action for fi-

nancial claims in its own name on behalf of the members of a specified group. The draft still has to be 

discussed by the Federal Assembly. Alongside these planned legislative measures, expanding and 

improving the quality of the services provided by the cantonal and communal advice centres is key to 

strengthening access to justice for the victims of racial discrimination.18  

In a study into access to justice in cases of discrimination published in 2015, the Swiss Centre of Ex-

pertise in Human Rights (SCHR) concluded that legal professionals are still not sufficiently well-

informed and aware of the issues involved in protecting against discrimination,19 even though human 

rights and legislation on racial discrimination form part of the mandatory curriculum at Swiss law 

schools. Beyond that, there is no compulsory training for judges (the cantons are responsible for or-

ganising the cantonal court system and training the judicial officers who work there), and members of 

the public prosecutor's office and the judiciary at federal level are not required by law to undergo any 

particular further training.20 However, several higher education institutions run courses and seminars 

on discrimination or are planning to do so in the future (e.g. the universities of Geneva and Basel). To 

round these out, the SCRA partnered with the SCHR in 2017 to hold a symposium on access to jus-

tice in cases of discrimination, which was aimed at legal professionals and advice centre staff. It pro-

vided an overview of the current legal situation in Switzerland and explored issues, barriers and strat-

egies relating to civil and criminal law.21  

With the same goal in mind, the SCRA also revised its legal guide to racial discrimination in collabora-

tion with the Federal Commission against Racism (FCR), and published it on the website. The new 

guide has been available online since July 2017 (in German, French and Italian)22 and gives legal and 

advisory professionals, victims of discrimination and students quick access to relevant information. As 

well as providing an overview of the main terminology, the legal situation and the advisory services on 

offer, there are modules taking an in-depth look at how various areas of life (such as work, housing 

and leisure time) are affected. In addition to the legal instruments, time-tested extralegal approaches 

are presented. The online legal guide cannot replace proper legal advice, but it does give users some 

indication of where the law stands, and should help advice centres – especially those that lack legal 

expertise – to make an initial assessment of the situation. Anyone interested in pursuing further train-

ing on anti-discrimination law can get in touch with the SCRA. 

In the 2017 and 2018 reporting years, around 60 parliamentary procedural requests covering a broad 

range of topics related to racism, racial discrimination and human rights in Switzerland were submit-

ted. Parliamentarians increasingly focused their attention on Switzerland’s involvement in colonialism 

and globalisation, along with the regulation of digital media.23 Some of these procedural requests will 

be dealt with in greater depth in the following chapters. 

  

                                                      

18 See also chapter 6.1.1 (Embedding protection against discrimination in the cantonal integration programmes). 

19 Kälin, Walter / Locher, Reto et al.: Zugang zur Justiz in Diskriminierungsfällen. SCHR, Bern, July 2015 www.skmr.ch (EN) > 
Thematic Clusters > Gender Politics > Publications (26.5.2016: webpage in EN, publications in DE/FR)  

20 See e.g. Art. 42 of the Federal Act of 19 March 2010 on the Organisation of Federal Criminal Justice Authorities (CJAA; SR 
173.71). 

21 The symposium material is available on the SCRA website: www.frb.admin.ch > Recht und Beratung > Rechtliche Grundla-
gen (in DE/FR/IT) 

22 www.rechtsratgeber-frb.admin.ch (in DE/FR/IT) 

23 The Federal Commission against Racism (FCR) provides an overview of the relevant procedural requests on its website (in 
FR/DE/IT): www.ekr.admin.ch > Dienstleistungen > Politische Agenda zu Rassismus und Antirassismus > Rassis-
mus/Rassendiskriminierung 

http://www.frb.admin.ch/
http://www.rechtsratgeber-frb.admin.ch/
http://www.ekr.admin.ch/
http://www.ekr.admin.ch/dienstleistungen/d114.html
http://www.ekr.admin.ch/dienstleistungen/d384.html
http://www.ekr.admin.ch/dienstleistungen/d543.html
http://www.ekr.admin.ch/dienstleistungen/d543.html
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5 Racial discrimination and racism in Switzerland: available 

data 

As racism and racial discrimination cover a wide variety of different phenomena, the data on them also 

comes from a variety of sources. In order to gain a better picture of the situation and improve its han-

dling of measures, in 2007 the Federal Council asked the Service for Combating Racism (SCRA) to 

look into the extent of racial discrimination and racist attitudes in Switzerland, and the action being 

taken to counter them, and to make this information available to a wider public on a regular basis.24  

A number of different institutions currently gather data on racist and discriminatory behaviour and atti-

tudes: public sector bodies record data on acts that are punishable by law and which are reported to 

the police or lead to criminal proceedings or a conviction. The media and independent organisations 

such as advice centres and complaints services also report on cases that are not brought to the atten-

tion of the judicial authorities. Lastly, representative surveys reveal the discrimination experienced by 

the population and shine a light on its attitudes to racism and racial discrimination.  

In this chapter, we will compare and correlate the different data in order to show how the number of 

racist incidents in Switzerland has changed over the last 30 years. In gaining an overview, we will 

differentiate between officially documented and penalised incidents of discrimination on the one hand 

and cases of experienced discrimination on the other. We will then go on to analyse these cases more 

thoroughly using various criteria (protected characteristics, area of life in which the discrimination oc-

curs, and socio-economic information on those doing the discriminating and those being discriminated 

against). Thirdly, we will reveal parallels with attitudes among the general population. The terminology 

and assessments used when discussing the surveys are taken from the sources in question; in legal 

terms, only those cases brought before the courts constitute cases of racism or racial discrimination. 

Most of the data on attitudes among the general public is taken from the results of the survey on di-

versity and coexistence in Switzerland (VeS), which was conducted by the Federal Statistical Office 

(FSO) for the first time in 2016. The survey builds on the findings of a pilot project of the same name, 

which was carried out by gfs.bern on behalf of the SCRA and the State Secretariat for Migration 

(SEM) in collaboration with other federal agencies from 2010–14. As the survey methods had to be 

adapted to bring them into line with FSO criteria and standards, the data from 2016 and 2018 is com-

parable with that of the pilot project only to a certain extent; the differences are highlighted in all the 

charts and analyses. 

Because the data referred to in this chapter is drawn from a number of different sources with different 

methodological approaches (see overview in Appendix 1), it does not lend itself to well-founded 

statements based on absolute figures. However, the datasets do complement one another sufficiently 

that they can be aggregated, allowing long-term trends to be identified and suppositions to be sub-

stantiated or disproved.25  

The fact that public statistics in Switzerland do not include data on group-related racism has been 

criticised by international bodies (in particular CERD and ECRI) and by organisations that provide 

support to the victims (as happened at the SCRA’s symposium on anti-black racism in May 2018). The 

                                                      

24 See the report on integration measures and its annex on measure 3.9 (in DE/FR/IT), Bern, 30 June 2007: 
www.sem.admin.ch > Publikationen & Service > Berichte > Integration > Thematische Berichte und Studien > 'Bericht Integrati-
onsmassnahmen' and 'Anhang Massnahmenpaket' plus: Federal Council Objectives for 2008, Goal 10 'Gesellschaftlichen 
Zusammenhalt fördern' (in DE/FR/IT): www.bk.admin.ch > Dokumentation > Führungsunterstützung > Jahresziele > Archiv - 
Jahresziele des Bundesrats Band I “Die Ziele des Bundesrats 2008” (in DE/FR/IT) 

25 In the interests of readability, we have not included the results of statistical tests. Moreover, numbers are rounded to the 
nearest full number and percentages are used rather than absolute values in order to avoid giving a misleading impression of 
accuracy and to focus instead on established trends.  

http://www.sem.admin.ch/
http://www.bk.admin.ch/
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SCRA and the FSO therefore decided in mid-2018 to ask an external expert to review this practice in 

Switzerland.26  

Having analysed the international standards and how they are implemented in Switzerland and other 

countries, the report comes to the conclusion that collecting data based on ‘race’ cannot be consid-

ered an option for public statistics in Switzerland at the present time – either for reasons relating to 

basic rights (as in the case of mandatory surveys) or for technical reasons. Neither does the author 

believe alternative terms or concepts such as ethnicity, migrant background or even nationality to be a 

solution, as none of these takes in all of the criteria associated with the notion of ‘race’ (see also chap-

ter 4).  

Therefore, data on population groups potentially affected by racial discrimination must continue to be 

drawn from a number of different data sources (public statistics and data gathered by private organisa-

tions, quantitative surveys and qualitative research). However, the report does recommend making the 

existing data more visible and conducting more in-depth research, i.e. making better use of the possi-

bilities afforded by the current statistics (for example, by carrying out long-term studies that link the 

data from the surveys to the register data). It generally also advises monitoring the extent to which 

public statistics reflect the diversity of Swiss society in the medium to long term.  

In line with these recommendations, the SCRA will continue to work with the FSO on aggregating and 

developing the existing data on racial discrimination in Switzerland – a practice commenced in 2012 – 

and to publish the results in its report every two years. It has also produced an overview of the availa-

ble data and data sources in collaboration with the Swiss services and organisations that gather data 

and an external expert from the SFM.27 And lastly, it will also look into measures to encourage further 

research in this area. 

5.1 Federal Statistical Office survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland 

Following a six-year pilot phase, the Federal Council decided in the spring of 2015 to launch an in-

strument that would regularly survey the attitudes, opinions and perceptions of Switzerland’s resident 

population regarding various forms of racism and issues related to coexistence and integration. It 

asked the Federal Statistical Office (FSO) to perform this task. The survey on diversity and coexist-

ence in Switzerland (VeS) has been carried out every two years since 2016. A shorter survey is con-

ducted in the intervening years; this looks at specific areas (‘sub-topics’) in greater detail or explores 

new issues. The overall survey aims to round out the picture created by the existing data on cases of 

racial discrimination by also providing data on attitudes. As well as gathering information on the issues 

raised by coexistence, a further objective is to flag up potential problem areas at an early stage by 

monitoring trends. 

The survey and its methodology were developed from the experiences gained during a pilot project 

run by the polling institute gfs.bern. However, as the survey now forms part of the FSO’s omnibus 

series of questionnaires for the population census, adjustments had to be made.28 As a result, the 

data from the FSO’s 2016 and 2018 surveys is comparable with that from the 2010–14 pilot projects 

                                                      

26 Haug, Werner: Daten zu Gleichbehandlung und Diskriminierung nach Herkunft und ethnokulturellen Merkmalen. Stand und 
Optionen für Statistik und Forschung. Bern, 2019: www.frb.admin.ch > Monitoring und Berichterstattung > Studien und Beiträge 
(due to appear in autumn 2019; in DE/FR/IT) 

27 www.frb.admin.ch > Fachstelle für Rassismusbekämpfung > Monitoring und Berichterstattung > Übersicht über die Datenla-
ge (in DE/FR/IT) 

28 A detailed overview of the adjustments can be found in the FRB’s 2016 report on racial discrimination in Switzerland: Federal 
Department of Home Affairs, Bern, 2017, p. 24 ff. See: www.frb.admin.ch > Service for Combating Racism > Monitoring and 
Reporting > Report on racial discrimination in Switzerland 

http://www.frb.admin.ch/
http://www.frb.admin.ch/
http://www.frb.admin.ch/
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only to a certain extent and it will not be possible to analyse it in depth until after the third survey has 

been carried out in 2020.  

The FSO survey provides information on the following topics: 

- Feeling uncomfortable in the presence of certain groups: What proportion of the population 

feels uncomfortable in their daily lives in the presence of people whose nationality, colour, re-

ligion or language is different or who have an itinerant lifestyle? How many people feel uncom-

fortable at work or in their neighbourhood in the presence of people whose nationality, colour, 

religion or language is different? 

- Attitudes towards certain groups of people: How are Muslims, black people and Jews per-

ceived, and what opinions or stereotypes exist in relation to these three groups? 

- Attitudes towards foreigners: How do people feel about the rights and obligations of foreign 

nationals living in Switzerland? How do they perceive the behaviour or role of foreigners and 

what expectations do they have? 

- Sense of threat: What proportion of the population feels threatened by the presence of for-

eigners or Swiss nationals, either in general, in relation to their political conflicts or on the la-

bour market?  

- Personal experience of discrimination or violence: What proportion of people stated that they 

had personally experienced discrimination or violence? In what situation did these experienc-

es take place and on what grounds? 

- Integration and racism: How do people view Switzerland’s integration policy and to what ex-

tent is racism considered to be a major social problem? Does the population believe that 

enough is being done to integrate migrants and combat racism, and who does it think should 

be doing more or less? 

The results of the FSO surveys are published on the FSO website.29 In this chapter and chapter 6, we 

consider and comment on them in relation to other data. In addition, all the data is fed into the FORS 

database, where it is available for use in other research projects.30  

Overall, the evaluation of the FSO’s 2018 survey shows that the population tends to take a positive 

view of the integration of migrants in Switzerland. Racism is seen as a serious social problem, and 

almost one third of the population believes that more should be done to fight it. In the public eye, re-

sponsibility for doing so lies primarily with the state, followed by individual citizens and political parties 

and their members. 

21% of the population feel uncomfortable in their daily lives in the presence of people with an itinerant 

lifestyle, 12% with people who speak a different language, 10% with people of a different religion and 

7% with people of a different colour or nationality. At first sight, the high figure for those made to feel 

uncomfortable by an itinerant lifestyle in comparison with the other groups may appear surprising. 

However, similar findings have been presented in Germany and other European countries – although 

these do not actually refer to the travelling way of life per se, but rather to certain sections of the popu-

lation such as the Sinti/Manouches or Roma (only some of whom pursue a nomadic lifestyle).31 The 

                                                      

29 www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and Coexistence in Switzerland 

30 FORS is a national centre of expertise in the social sciences. It collates and shares complex datasets and publishes the 
results of current projects. The data from the gfs pilot surveys is currently stored (in German) at: 
https://forsbase.unil.ch/project/study-public-detail/13142/  

31 Federal Anti-Discrimination Agency. Between indifference and rejection. Population's attitudes towards Sinti and Roma. 
Berlin, September 2014. Appendix 4 of the study provides an overview (in German) of existing surveys in Germany and Europe.  

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
https://forsbase.unil.ch/project/study-public-detail/13142/
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interim VeS survey in 2019 will explore in greater detail attitudes towards the itinerant way of life, the 

Yenish, Sinti/Manouches and Roma. 

Of the people who stated that the presence of the above groups made them feel uncomfortable, 25% 

claimed they experienced this at work and 18% in the neighbourhood where they live.32 However, if 

the language factor is left aside, the figures for everyday life, work and neighbourhood are the same at 

roughly 12%. The interviews conducted during the trial period indicate that we can safely assume that 

functional considerations rather than negative attitudes were uppermost in the respondents’ minds 

when answering this question (i.e. it is more difficult to work together when people don’t speak the 

same language). However, this explanation requires further investigation.  

The results of the VeS survey lead to the conclusion that attitudes towards foreigners are just as am-

bivalent in Switzerland as in neighbouring countries. The population recognises that foreign skilled 

workers benefit the economy (64% believe that it could not function without them). At the same time, 

critical views are widespread (47% believe that foreigners abuse the social benefits system and 28% 

think that foreign workers are responsible for increases in the unemployment rate). This is also reflect-

ed in the fact that barely half of the population (47%) is in favour of giving foreign citizens political 

rights.  

Along with support for family reunification (61%) and for the automatic naturalisation of foreign nation-

als who were born in Switzerland (57%), the high proportion of the population rejecting the idea that 

foreigners should be sent back to their country of origin when jobs are scarce (67%) shows that for-

eign nationals already living in the country are largely accepted as part of society. Nevertheless, the 

results demonstrate that a significant proportion of the population takes a critical view even of this 

latter category of foreigners, which can lead to a sense of threat. However, this has lessened between 

2016 and 2018.  

12% of the population state that they generally feel threatened by the presence of foreigners in Swit-

zerland (2016: 16%). 63% feel threatened when immigrants bring conflicts from their country of origin 

with them to Switzerland (2016: 67%), and 16% feel threatened by the presence of foreigners on the 

employment market (2016: 19%). Conversely, 40% of the population feel threatened when Swiss peo-

ple settle their domestic political disputes at the expense of foreign nationals (2016: 44%), 9% feel 

threatened by Swiss nationals on the labour market (2016: 10%) and 4% claim to feel generally 

threatened by Swiss people (same as in 2016). 

Attitudes towards the three specific groups of Muslims, black people and Jews will be explored in 

chapter 6 of this report. However, we can already note here that these attitudes are, on the whole, 

mainly positive. 95% of respondents believe that black people and Jewish people have good and bad 

points like everyone else, while 93% say the same of Muslims.  

The FSO survey also looks at people’s own experience of discrimination and/or violence. 24% of peo-

ple have been discriminated against in the last five years because they belong to a certain group, 11% 

have experienced psychological abuse and 3% physical violence. The main reasons given were na-

tionality (58%) and language (27%); religion (15%) and skin colour or physical appearance (15%) 

were less frequently cited. Discrimination was experienced above all in the workplace (50%) and in 

public places (25%). Situations such as education (19%), looking for housing, leisure activities and 

dealings with the public authorities (10% each), dealings with the police (8%) and being denied entry 

to restaurants, bars and clubs (7%) were less common.  

                                                      

32 In this case, people with an itinerant lifestyle were not included in the different areas of life. 
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5.2 Data synthesis: number of explicit cases 

When it comes to cases of explicit racism/discrimination, a distinction is made here between those that 

resulted in legal action being taken (‘cases brought before the law’) and those that either cannot be 

prosecuted or may have gone unpunished (‘cases of discrimination’ or ‘experienced discrimination’). 

Data in the first category is gathered via police reports and judicial rulings, the second is provided by 

the advice centres and survey responses to questions about the population’s experiences of discrimi-

nation.33  

Whereas there has been less of an increase on average in the number of incidents of discrimination in 

recent years, convictions for racist offences have continued to rise over the long term, although there 

may be marked deviations from the trend in certain years. 

5.2.1 Cases brought before the law: convictions 

The FCR’s collection of legal cases collates, describes and analyses cases on which a decision has 

been handed down under Art. 261bis SCC, drawing on information obtained from the Federal Intelli-

gence Service (FIS) or, in some cases, directly from the courts or from the public prosecutor’s office, 

in anonymised form.34 The statistics on criminal convictions (COS) maintained by the FSO cover all 

convictions under Art. 261 SCC (attack on the freedom of faith and the freedom to worship) and Art. 

261bis SCC that have been entered in the register of criminal convictions.35 For reasons of comparabil-

ity, only those offences that have resulted in a final guilty verdict are taken into account in the following 

analysis.36 

                                                      

33 It is therefore possible that cases of experienced discrimination will be recorded in both categories. However, this is irrele-
vant to the extent that we are dealing with trend analyses here. It must generally be remembered that, for various reasons, 
decisions are sometimes not handed down until years after the event; this has a retroactive effect on the results.  

34 The FCR’s collection of legal cases thus also takes in acquittals and formal decisions (i.e. if the investigating authorities 
decide to drop the charges or not to institute criminal proceedings after performing a summary review of the facts, or even re-
frain from filing criminal charges in the first place). Figure 1 takes only guilty verdicts into account. Some of the data in this 
report differs only slightly from that in the 2016 report. This is because decisions are only reported to the FCR some time after 
the event, which means that the data has to be adjusted retroactively. It is therefore possible that the figures for 2018 will have 
to be corrected upward in the coming years. 

35 A judgment under Art. 261bis SCC may be entered in both the COS and the FCR’s collection of legal cases. The differing 
number of cases is explained by the fact that the cantonal authorities do not report all cases to the FIS despite being required to 
do so by the Notification Ordinance (Ordinance on the Notification of Cantonal Criminal Judgments; SR 312.3). In addition, the 
FCR’s collection of legal cases also includes cases that fall under juvenile criminal law. 

36 Data from the FIS report on incidents of right-wing extremism has not been taken into account although the fact that such 
cases come to the attention of the state results in legal sanctions. Since 2007, this report has only included incidents directly 
involving violence, which means that the number of incidents recorded that year necessarily fell. However, the number of inci-
dents continued to decline in the following years (76 incidents in 2008 and 16 in 2017). 
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Figure 1 shows that the number of cases prosecuted under Art. 261bis SCC has risen steadily since 

the statutory provision on racism was introduced. The FCR’s collection of legal cases recorded more 

convictions than ever before in 2015, before falling off considerably. The significant rise in 2015 was 

mainly attributable to the rise in criminal acts on the internet, but the overall trend appears to be flat-

tening out. On the other hand, convictions under Art. 261 SCC have remained at a low level. 

5.2.2 Cases of experienced discrimination 

Advice centres and reporting offices also record incidents of racism and discrimination that do not 

necessarily lead to legal sanctions being imposed (for example, because the charges are dropped, not 

all of the requirements for legal proceedings are met or the person in question does not wish to take 

legal action). At the same time, they are only able to document a small number of all actual incidents 

as those affected do not always have access to an advice centre, may wish to deal with the experi-

ence without professional counselling or may not feel they have been discriminated against. Further-

more, it can be supposed that many victims do not contact a specialist advice centre but turn instead 

to a counselling service or person of their choice, who may not identify the incidents as racist or report 

them. 

As previously explained in the introduction, incidents of racial discrimination can only be recorded by 

using a large number of data sources and applying different approaches. This diversity is necessary to 

build up a nuanced picture of the available data. However, putting it all together to create a meaningful 

overall picture remains challenging. The following chart shows how the individual data sources have 

developed, while the ‘trend line’ depicts the overall trend, calculated using statistical methods.  

Übersetzung: Figure 1: Cases of explicit 
discrimination in which legal sanctions were 
imposed by the state: criminal offences in 
accordance with Art. 261 and 261bis SCC. The 
circles indicate the respective number of 
convictions, the trend line has been smoothed with 
LOESS. 

Verurteilungen = Convictions 

SUS = COS 

Schuldsprüche = Convictions 

EKR-Rechtssammlung = FCR’s collection of legal 
cases  
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On average, the trend in cases of experienced discrimination has risen less markedly in recent years, 

although a number of sources indicate otherwise (Figure 2).37 In particular, the figures from the GRA38 

reports and those of the PCS appear to have flattened out. The GRA reports a rise in racist incidents 

                                                      

37 Sources used: Racism documentation and monitoring system (DoSyRa database), antisemitism report of the Coordination 
intercommunautaire contre l’antisémitisme et la diffamation (CICAD; for French-speaking Switzerland), antisemitism report of 
the Swiss Federation of Jewish Communities (SIG), report of the Foundation against Racism and Antisemitism (GRA), Federal 
Office of Police (fedpol) information on internet crime (in earlier reporting years this went under the name of KOBIK), complaints 
submitted to the Swiss Press Council, complaints submitted to the Independent Complaints Authority for Radio and Television 
(ICA) and criminal offences reported under the police crime statistics (PCS). It should be noted that the increasing number of 
cases in this section could simply be an indication that awareness has increased, prompting more active research, and that data 
is being collected more efficiently; however, the large number of sources from which the data is drawn weakens this assump-
tion. 

38 The antisemitism report covers antisemitic incidents in the German-speaking part of Switzerland. The figures were docu-
mented by the SIG in 2008 and 2009; the report has been published jointly by the SIG and GRA since 2010. It takes account of 
directly reported cases as well as incidents reported in the media. Incidents taking place in social networks were actively re-
searched and included in 2011. However, since 2012 they have been taken into consideration only if they spark media attention. 
In contrast, the CICAD report covering French-speaking Switzerland actively seeks out incidents on the internet and records 
them as a separate category; over the last three years, virtually half of all incidents recorded by CICAD occurred on social me-
dia or online. The SIG recorded 538 incidents on the internet in 2018, a figure whose true significance will only be revealed 
when it can be compared over time. There are further differences in the way the reports are compiled and evaluated. 

Übersetzung: Figure 2: Explicit cases that were experienced by the victims as discrimination: advisory 
cases, known incidents, reported violations and data from reporting offices. To allow comparison over time, 
all figures have been standardised and only the trend lines are shown. The flat line representing the ICA’s 
data on racial hatred has not been included for methodological reasons, but has been factored into the 
trend. The black line represents the smoothed trend-line average. 

Erlebte Vorfälle (scaliert) = Cases experiences (standardised) 

UBI Diskriminierung = ICA discrimination 

Presserat = Press Council 

PKS = PCS 
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up to 2004, after which the figure drops off significantly. A particularly high number of incidents was 

recorded in the SIG reports in 2014; however, in the years that followed, this figure hovered around 

the long-term average. CICAD, on the other hand, reports a further rise in incidents.  

5.3 Characteristics of discrimination 

The actual or supposed characteristics on which discrimination is based do not appear to vary much 

over time.39 The data available from the European Social Survey (ESS) for the period from 2002 to 

2014 indicates that, unlike the other characteristics, discrimination experienced on grounds of nation-

ality, which had appeared to be flattening out in 2016, is on the rise. 

5.3.1 Characteristics of discrimination in legal decisions and advisory cases 

According to the DoSyRa database, the advice centres most often deal with cases of discrimination on 

grounds of nationality (some 50% of cases in 2018), followed by incidents in relation to colour. The 

FCR’s collection of legal cases, on the other hand, indicates that court rulings under Art. 261bis SCC 

are mainly handed down in connection with cases of discrimination motivated by religion (at 39%, the 

2018 figure is slightly lower than the long-term average) and skin colour (at 61%, the 2018 figure is 

significantly higher than the long-term average). In addition, the FCR’s collection of legal cases re-

veals a proportionately higher incidence of hostility towards Jews than towards Muslims, whereas the 

advice centres report the opposite. This suggests that victims make different use of the advisory ser-

vices that feed into the DoSyRa database than they do the legal action recorded in the FCR’s collec-

tion of legal cases. 

Table 1: Absolute number of reported cases of explicit discrimination by motive. The figures relate to 2018; in the case of the 

FCR's collection of legal cases, not all of the convictions could be assigned to this year. 

The differences presented here have not changed significantly over the last few years. In line with the 

general trend (see Figure 2), the DoSyRa database reveals an increase in incidents based on nation-

ality, colour and religion. The number of incidents related to nationality dealt with by the advice centres 

rose from 33 in 2008 to 142 in 2018, those related to colour from 26 to 96 and those related to religion 

from 4 to 50 (out of a total of 278 cases in 2018).40 In the case of the FCR’s collection of legal cases, 

the number of incidents related to nationality remained relatively stable between 2008 and 2018 

(2008: 6; 2017: 6; 2018: 0); those related to skin colour, on the other hand, have increased in the last 

three years (2008: 4; 2017: 9; 2018: 11). In both 2015 and 2016, the FCR recorded more legal cases 

based on religion – brought by both Jews and Muslims. Although the figures for 2017 and 2018 have 

                                                      

39 Possible characteristics include colour, religion, nationality, origin and language. The term ‘characteristic’ is problematic in 
the sense that it suggests some kind of objective relationship to the person in question. However, this relationship is often mere-
ly (and falsely) assumed (such as when a Swiss national with dark skin is treated as a foreigner), or may even be attributed by 
arbitrary association to someone who does not display the characteristic in question (for example, a woman married to a Muslim 
man may experience ‘discrimination by association’). 

40 In connection with discrimination on grounds of nationality, it should be noted that holders of a Swiss passport and people 
with settled resident status are more likely to consult an advice centre than are asylum seekers, temporarily admitted foreigners 
and sans-papiers. Members of the latter group in particular tend to have greater inhibitions about seeking advice as they fear 
that revealing their status could have negative consequences for their residence situation. 

Source Nationality Colour Religion of which 

Jewish 

of which  

Muslim 

Itinerant  

lifestyle 

CICAD   174 174   

SIG   42 42   

DoSyRa 142 96 50 2 44 4 

FCR 0 11 7 4 3 0 
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fallen again, they do not point to any change in trend. As already mentioned under 5.2.2, the CICAD 

and SIG data on antisemitic acts also reveals a significant rise in the number of incidents recorded, 

especially in 2014, before tailing off slightly again.41 

5.3.2 Characteristics of discrimination: experienced discrimination by group membership 

Certain representative surveys allow respondents to indicate whether they belong to a group that is 

discriminated against (in which case their membership of that group is the characteristic at the root of 

discrimination). As the number of people in the existing sources claiming they are discriminated 

against is relatively small, this report ignores small deviations from one year to another and concen-

trates instead on fundamental shifts. 

 

 

 

The European Social Survey (ESS) provides time series data on this issue going back to 2002. For 

most groups (broken down by colour/race42, religion, nationality and ethnic group), the number of 

people answering this question with ‘Yes’ constantly remains within a range of 0.3% to 1.6% of the 

population. There has been a distinct rise in the number of people claiming that the group to which 

they identify themselves as belonging is discriminated against on grounds of nationality: this figure 

                                                      

41 Given that CICAD and the SIG only register reports of antisemitic incidents, we have made no attempt to compare their data 
with that from other sources which include hostility shown towards both Muslims and Jews. 

42 The survey uses the term ‘race’ together with colour without defining it in further detail. 

Übersetzung: Figure 3: Explicit cases from the European Social Survey (ESS). Percentage of the population 
claiming that the group to which they identify themselves as belonging is discriminated against on grounds of 
colour/‘race’, nationality, religion or ethnic origin. The circles indicate the respective percentages (observed), 
the trend line has been smoothed with LOESS. 

Hautfarbe/’Rasse’ = Colour/‘race’ 

Nationalität = Nationality 

Ethn. Zu. = Ethnic origin  
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increased from around 1% of the population in 2002 to around 2.5% in 2012 and 2014, and stood at 

1.5% in 2016. The situation for each group in question is depicted in Figure 3. 

Additional data can be found in the VeS survey. As in the ESS, discrimination based on nationality 

achieves the highest percentage score, before language/accent, religion and colour. The situation for 

each group in question is depicted in Table 2. The percentages relate to people who believe they are 

discriminated against (some 24% of respondents) and not to the resident population as is the case in 

the ESS (Figure 3). As in the ESS, the figure for discrimination on grounds of colour in the VeS survey 

is relatively low; however, at almost 2% of the population, it roughly corresponds to the proportion of 

black people living in Switzerland, which suggests a very high prevalence of this type of discrimina-

tion.43 

Grounds for discrimination Mentions 

Nationality 58% 

Language, accent  27% 

Religion 15% 

Skin colour and distinctive physical features 15% 

Ethnic origin 11% 

Table 2: Grounds of discrimination from the VeS survey, 2018. Percentage of respondents claiming they are discriminated 

against, by grounds of discrimination (multiple answers possible). 

5.4 Areas of life in which discrimination is experienced most frequently  

Discrimination is experienced particularly frequently when looking for work and in the workplace itself. 

When it comes to looking for housing and going out/leisure activities, the findings from the various 

sources are contradictory. DoSyRa and the VeS survey both indicate a stable trend over time. 

Source Looking 

for work 

Looking 

for hous-

ing 

School/ 

higher 

education 

Everyday 

working 

life 

Dealings with 

authorities 

Leisure 

activities/ 

going out 

Health-

care 

Sport/club/

association 

member-

ship 

DoSyRa  3% 7% 14% 21% 7% 3% 2% 4% 

VeS   11% 19% 35% 10% 7% 4% 10% 

Table 3: Area of life in which discrimination is experienced, from a variety of sources. The figures relate to 2018. The sources 

referred to allow more than one answer to be given. 

The cases recorded in DoSyRa over the past three years increasingly related to school and higher 

education (38 cases from a total of 278 mentions) and everyday working life (58 cases). Compared 

with the figures from the VeS survey, those for everyday working life in DoSyRa are low. The long-

term trend appears stable for the other areas of life. Discrimination by the police accounted for 9% of 

cases dealt with by advice centres in 2018 and was mentioned by 8% of those in the VeS survey 

claiming to have experienced discrimination. The latter survey recorded relatively few cases of dis-

crimination by public offices or in the healthcare sector. The FCR's collection of legal cases recorded a 

significant number of incidents on social media over the last three years (17 in 2017 and 7 in 2018). 

                                                      

43 See also the descriptions of experienced racism (in FR/DE) in Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier: Etat des lieux du 
racisme anti-Noir·e en Suisse. Etude exploratoire à l’attention du Service de lutte contre le racisme (SLR). SFM Studies #67f, 
SFM, Neuchâtel, 2017. 
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5.5 Type of discrimination 

Four sources deliver data on the type or means of discrimination.44 The most common forms of racial 

discrimination are verbal racial abuse and not being treated equally, whereas physical attacks are 

relatively rare. The 2018 VeS survey, in which 24% of the population say they have been discriminat-

ed against but only 3% claim to have experienced physical violence, corroborates this.45 

There are major differences between the sources: the DoSyRa database counts cases dealt with by 

advice centres, whereas the GRA gathers information on incidents or statements motivated by racism 

or xenophobia that have been made public and mentioned in the media or personally reported to the 

GRA. As a result, many of the cases registered in DoSyRa mainly concern verbal racial abuse, une-

qual treatment and other non-specific forms of discrimination, while the GRA’s methods lead it to doc-

ument more cases of damage to property and incidents taking place in public places or at meetings of 

the extreme right that are racist in nature (but not necessarily punishable under criminal law).  

Type of discrimination DoSyRa GRA SIG FCR 

Physical violence 5% 0% 2% 0% 

Inequality and discrimination 42% 4% 0% 57% 

Spoken remarks 49% 0% 76% 14% 

Damage to property 1% 8% 12% 4% 

Distribution of written/audio material 2% 4% 0% 0% 

Hate mail 0% 0% 0% 11% 

Meetings of the extreme right 0% 17% 10% 4% 

Other 1% 27% 0% 14% 

Table 4: Types of discrimination according to four sources. The FCR figures relate to 2017 as the relevant data for 2018 has not 

yet been classified. 

There has been a slight proportional increase in the number of cases of inequality/discrimination and 

verbal abuse registered in DoSyRa since 2008, however the trend has now flattened. However, the 

distribution of written propaganda has decreased proportionally. No major changes are discernible in 

relation to the other forms of discrimination. As far as the incidents recorded by the GRA are con-

cerned, following a rise in racist comments from 2010 onwards, this figure has returned to the long-

term average in the past five years, accompanied by a decrease in physical violence. Most of the data 

from the FCR's collection of legal cases does not appear to vary much over time, although a decline in 

the distribution of written propaganda can also be detected here and cases of inequality and discrimi-

nation were particularly high in 2017 compared with the previous years. 

5.6 Information on the perpetrators and victims of discrimination 

Socio-economic data on the people being discriminated against and those doing the discriminating is 

rarely gathered or, if so, it is rarely made available given its sensitive nature. The most detailed infor-

mation is collected during surveys on attitudes (e.g. socio-economic information about individuals with 

negative attitudes towards immigrants and minorities).46 However, as negative attitudes do not neces-

                                                      

44 DoSyRa, FCR, GRA, SIG 

45 The detailed breakdown of categories in DoSyRa and the GRA report have been summarised in Table 4 to enable compari-
son. 

46 ESS and VeS surveys. 
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sarily lead to acts of discrimination, this data only provides limited insight into the profile of the actual 

perpetrators. 

According to the existing sources, foreign nationals continue to be most affected by discrimination. 

However, the DoSyRa data shows that the number of people born in Switzerland who are now turning 

to the advice centres for help has been increasing since 2008. The advice centres currently receive 

fewer queries from European citizens and more from individuals originally from Asian, American and 

especially African countries. Men report more racial discrimination than women, and young people are 

more often targeted than the elderly (cf. chapter 5.6.1). However, men and young people are also 

more often convicted of racial discrimination (cf. chapter 5.6.2). 

Place of birth Switzerland Abroad EU/EFTA Rest of  

Europe 

Africa Other 

DoSyRa 2018 19% 75% 9% 7% 37% 22% 

Table 5: Place of birth of people consulting advice centres entered in the DoSyRa database in 2018. 

5.6.1 Victims of discrimination 

The DoSyRa system records certain characteristics of those who consult an advice centre. If men are 

slightly overrepresented in this dataset, the situation is different in the ESS and VeS surveys, where 

there are no material differences between the sexes. This indicates that while men may tend to seek 

specialist advice slightly more often, the frequency of discrimination (especially on the basis of religion 

or colour) bears no relation to gender. Foreigners more often identify themselves as belonging to 

groups that are discriminated against than Swiss do. 

The way the data is broken down by age in the DoSyRa system does not allow comparisons to be 

made. The VeS survey provides more useful information as it records the principal demographic char-

acteristics of persons who say they are discriminated against because they belong to a particular 

group.  

Age group Feels discriminated against in 2016 2018 

15–24 28% 38% 

25–39 31% 34% 

40–54 22% 24% 

55–64 20% 18% 

65+ 8% 11% 

Table 6: People who feel discriminated against, by age group, VeS 2016 and 2018. 

Table 6 shows that discrimination is most often experienced in the first half of life and drops away 

rapidly from age 65 onwards. The share of the population in the 15–24 age category experiencing 

discrimination rose considerably between 2016 and 2018.47  

The table does not indicate the respondents’ level of education, but the ESS and VeS surveys allow 

us to conclude that there is no correlation between educational level and experience of discrimination. 

The probability of someone feeling that they belong to a group that is discriminated against is just as 

high in urban areas as in rural ones. 

                                                      

47 The significant rise among the youngest age group could be related to the fact that children of immigrants who have grown 
up in Switzerland feel discrimination more keenly precisely because they do not expect to encounter it (see Auer, Daniel / Rue-
din, Didier: ‘Who Feels Disadvantaged? Drivers of Perceived Discrimination in Switzerland.’ In: Migrants and Expats: The Swiss 
Migration and Mobility Nexus. Steiner, Ilka / Wanner, Philippe (Ed.), IMISCOE Research Series, New York, Springer, 2019).  
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5.6.2 Perpetrators of discrimination 

The statistics on criminal convictions (COS) and the police crime statistics (PCS) provide a rough in-

sight into the profiles of those who have been convicted or accused of committing racist acts. The 

perpetrators tend to be Swiss men of working age; those accused are also mainly Swiss and male, but 

all age groups are represented. The proportion of men and Swiss nationals has remained stable over 

time in both datasets. This finding is hardly surprising given that men are generally overrepresented in 

statistics on crime. What is noticeable is that the percentage of under-18s among those accused and 

convicted is declining year on year.  

 M F 0–17 18–34 35–59 60+ Swiss nationals Foreign nationals 

COS 261bis 89% 11% 4% 30% 38% 28% 73% 27% 

PCS (accused) 78% 22% 2% 25% 53% 20% 71% 29% 

Table 7: Convicted persons (COS, 2017) and accused persons (PCS, 2018) by gender (M, F), age group and nationality. 

Racist attitudes are not necessarily underpinned by ideology and do not always lead to racist acts. 

However, they do create a climate in which there is a tendency to tolerate or even approve of racial 

discrimination, even though the majority of the population would never behave in such a manner 

themselves.  

Academic literature, surveys and experiments have built up a picture of those who tend to have nega-

tive attitudes towards migrants and other minorities,48 i.e. people with little education, working in low-

skilled or unskilled jobs and holding conservative values, as well as the elderly, people who have no 

contact with foreigners and those who make little effort to overcome their prejudices. The VeS survey 

will show whether this finding continues to hold true in the long term. 

5.7 Attitudes towards groups 

5.7.1 Attitudes towards foreigners and minorities 

Overall, attitudes towards foreigners and minorities appear not to have changed much over time. A 

slight decline in negative attitudes can be observed in the SILC survey, but when combined with the 

figures from other surveys this leads to a slight increase in negative attitudes.49 Since 1993, the Voto 

(formerly VOXIT) poll, which is conducted regularly after elections and referendums, has included a 

question on equal opportunities for Swiss and foreign nationals (in Figure 4, a clear rejection of equal 

opportunities is counted as a ‘negative attitude’).50 The same question is also posed in other surveys, 

although fewer response categories are available.51 

 

                                                      

48 See for example: Pecoraro, Marco / Ruedin, Didier: A Foreigner Who Doesn’t Steal My Job: The Role of Unemployment Risk 
and Values in Attitudes towards Equal Opportunities. International Migration Review, 50 (3): pp. 628–666, 2016; Freitag, Markus 
/ Rapp, Carolin: Intolerance Toward Immigrants in Switzerland: Diminished Threat Through Social Contacts. Swiss Political 
Science Review 19 (4): pp.425–446, 2013; Hainmueller, Jens / Hiscox, Michael J.: Attitudes toward Highly Skilled and Low-
Skilled Immigration: Evidence from a Survey Experiment. American Political Science Review 104 (1): pp. 61–84, 2010; Diek-
mann, Andreas / Jann, Ben et al.: Wie fremdenfeindlich ist die Schweiz? Fünf Feldexperimente über prosoziales Verhalten und 
die Diskriminierung von Ausländern in der Stadt Zürich und in der Deutschschweiz. Soziale Welt 65 (2): pp. 185–199, 2014. 

49 Sources used: European Social Survey (ESS), Survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland (VeS), International Social 
Survey Programme (MOSAiCH-ISSP), SELECTS Swiss Electoral Studies, Swiss Household Panel (SHP), Statistics on Income 
and Living Conditions in Switzerland (SILC), VOXIT and Voto post-election polls. 

50 The data from the ESS and VeS surveys does not yet allow such a long-term comparison to be made. However, the system-
atisation of the VeS survey should serve to map trends in later reporting years. 

51 SHP, MOSAiCH-ISSP, SELECTS, SILC 



 

31 

 

 

The percentage of respondents opposed to equal opportunities has fallen in the VOXIT data – thus 

affecting the trend line – but is trending slightly upwards in the others. The values of the most recent 

Voto poll of 2019 show that around 36% of the population would like to see greater opportunities being 

enjoyed by Swiss nationals.  

5.7.2 Attitudes towards specific groups 

Although there are representative surveys gauging attitudes towards certain groups, they do not yet 

provide data over a long time series. The VeS survey presents respondents with a series of negative 

stereotypes associated with certain population groups, with which they can agree or disagree on a 

scale of 1 to 6. The percentage of people that consistently agree with group-related negative stereo-

types is then calculated. The results indicate that hostile attitudes towards Muslims are most prevalent 

(14%), ranking almost on a par with negative attitudes towards Jews (12%) but clearly ahead of atti-

tudes towards black people (7%). However, these figures require careful interpretation as the influ-

ence of social desirability and differences in the questions asked (different stereotypes were presented 

for each group) must be examined in greater detail. It should also be noted that the rankings obtained 

do not correspond to either those of the advisory cases recorded in DoSyRa or those of the data in the 

FCR’s collection of legal cases (Table 8). The FCR's collection of legal cases shows a significant in-

crease in anti-black racism since 2017. 

 

 Muslims Black people Jews 

DoSyRa (cases) 15% 33% 2% 

Übersetzung: Figure 4: Attitudes towards equal opportunities for foreigners. In the interests of 
readability negative attitudes are depicted through trend lines (LOESS) only. 

Neg. Einst. = Negative attitudes 
Durchschnitt (Mean) = Mean  
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FCR (cases) 17% 61% 22% 

Table 8: Number of cases in 2018; in the case of the FCR's collection of legal cases, not all of the convictions could be assigned 

to this year.  

The VeS survey goes on to ask what type of people cause respondents to feel uncomfortable in their 

everyday lives. The results vary considerably for the four characteristics of colour, nationality, religion 

and language, although the percentage of negative attitudes based on skin colour and nationality is 

somewhat lower on average than the others. This could be down to the effect of social desirability. 

There is a lack of comparative data for the questions regarding colour and Yenish, Sinti/Manouches 

and Roma with a settled or itinerary lifestyle. Perceptible signs of a different way of life (language, 

religion, itinerant lifestyle) clearly make some people feel uncomfortable. 

Characteristic Uncomfortable 

Colour 7% 

Nationality 7% 

Language 12% 

Religion 10%  

Itinerant lifestyle 21% 

Table 9: Proportion of population that feels uncomfortable in the presence of people with the stated characteristics, VeS survey, 

2018.  

5.8 Conclusion 

Comparing and combining data on racial discrimination from a number of different sources enables 

statements to be made that would not be viable if simply based on a single source. Whereas there has 

been less of an increase on average in the number of cases of experienced discrimination in recent 

years, convictions for racist offences have continued to rise. The increase in experienced discrimina-

tion among young people noted in the VeS survey between 2016 and 2018 could indicate that the 

trend has started to reverse. Conversely, however, it is noticeable that there does not appear to be 

any significant shift in negative attitudes towards foreigners and minorities, despite the growing politi-

cisation of immigration.  

Verbal abuse and unequal treatment based on a protected characteristic are the most common forms 

of racial discrimination recorded. While men and women are affected in almost equal measure, men 

are more likely to seek specialist advice. Younger people and people of working age are victimised 

more often than older people, but it is hardly surprising that foreigners experience the most discrimina-

tion.  

There has been relatively little change over time in the reasons for discrimination, which is most often 

experienced when job-hunting or at work. As those affected may fear losing their jobs or being disad-

vantaged in other ways, it can be assumed that workplace discrimination rarely leads to formal accu-

sations being made. This example demonstrates that the statistics on cases resulting in legal action 

being taken are insufficient to identify the true extent of incidents of discrimination. They must be com-

plemented by representative surveys like the European Social Survey (ESS) and, in particular, the 

survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland (VeS), which yield direct data on the population’s 

experiences of discrimination. In addition, these surveys provide information on the attitudes of the 

population. Only when the data on incidents is considered alongside the analyses of trends in attitudes 

can the main areas of tension be identified.   
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6 Action against racial discrimination in Switzerland 

Racial discrimination is frequently encountered in areas that fall within the remit of the cantons, cities 

and communes rather than that of the federal government. As the duties and powers assigned to each 

level of state are laid down in the Constitution, any changes must be put to a popular vote. While this 

aspect of the federalist system ensures that any action taken is in keeping with the reality at each of 

the three different levels and that civil society organisations are involved, it also requires a great de-

gree of cooperation: both horizontally between the various agencies at state level and vertically be-

tween the federal government, cantons, cities and communes. 

In this chapter, we begin by taking a look at cross-cutting topics and measures that are not confined to 

one single area of life or one specific target group. Embedding protection against discrimination in the 

cantonal integration programmes (CIPs) was once again a major focus of attention in the period under 

review (6.1.1). In light of the growing significance of online racism, new cross-cutting measures were 

taken to address issues in the media and on the internet (6.1.2). Right-wing extremism is the final 

cross-cutting topic to be addressed in this chapter (6.1.3). 

We then go on to consider the situation in the individual areas of life and the action taken there (6.2). 

The chapter closes by exploring the situation with regard to specific topics and the action taken on 

behalf of certain population groups (6.3), with a firm focus on the most important developments since 

the 2016 report.  

6.1 Overarching topics and measures at the national level 

6.1.1 Embedding protection against discrimination in the cantonal integration programmes 

(CIPs) 

Providing protection against discrimination and eliminating structural and individual barriers to work, 

education, housing, leisure activities and other relevant areas of life is a crucial part of the work done 

by the cantonal integration programmes (CIPs) to promote integration.52 The cantons have adopted 

measures agreed with the federal government to ensure that those experiencing discrimination re-

ceive professional counselling and that institutions within the established framework receive advice 

and assistance on anti-discrimination issues.53 These measures are drawn up by the individual can-

tons or at the regional level, and their effectiveness is monitored by means of binding goals and indi-

cators. The CIPs are thus equivalent to a national action plan for combating discrimination, as called 

for in international recommendations (UN, ECRI, etc.). The first four-year programme phase was con-

cluded in 2017 and the second (CIP 2) is being implemented from 2018 to 2021. 

The State Secretariat for Migration (SEM) oversees the general programmes on behalf of the federal 

government, while the SCRA is tasked with tracking progress in the implementation and quality assur-

ance of the anti-discrimination measures. Implementation is monitored annually using an evaluation 

grid, and detailed reports are presented at the end of each four-year programme phase. In addition, 

the SCRA discusses upcoming projects and issues directly with the 26 cantonal integration officers. 

The explanations that follow are based on these documents and interviews, and provide an insight into 

                                                      

52 While it goes without saying that the fight against racism cannot be confined to integration efforts alone, the question of how 
it can be meaningfully put into practice in integration work is part of an ongoing debate. It is clear that protecting against discrim-
ination and combating racism involve more than encouraging integration, especially where the target groups are concerned. 
Instead, integration and combating racism should be seen as complementary. See also TANGRAM 42: Integrationsarbeit und 
Kampf gegen Rassismus. Bern, 2018. Several articles are devoted to the nexus between encouraging integration and combat-
ing discrimination when faced with an integration policy that seeks to establish equality yet increasingly gives rise to structural 
inequalities. See chapter 6.3.3 on anti-black racism and measures to combat it.  

53 The set of goals to be achieved by the cantons was drafted jointly by the SEM, the SCRA and the Conference of the Can-
tonal Governments of Switzerland (CCG).  
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the cantons’ activities and the problems faced. It should be noted at this point, however, that several 

cities have also made a significant contribution to developing innovative measures for combating rac-

ism and protecting against discrimination. Towns and cities frequently find themselves in the front line 

when it comes to finding a constructive approach to cultural diversity and, thanks to their shorter deci-

sion-making paths, are in a position to take specific steps quickly.  

Ensuring there are sufficient and appropriate advisory services 

One of the CIPs’ main objectives in protecting against discrimination is to ensure that appropriate ad-

vice and support is available to those who need it. A number of cantons (Aargau, Bern, Basel-

Landschaft, Basel-Stadt, Geneva, Neuchâtel, Solothurn, Vaud and Zurich) already provided a service 

of this kind at the time the CIPs were set up. By the end of the first programme phase, all 26 cantons 

had services offering advice and support. In around one third of the cantons, this service is run by the 

cantonal or communal integration offices and often provides initial, low-threshold counselling, while 

referring the more complex cases to specialist contact points. Some of the cantons work together in 

this area: those in north-western Switzerland (Basel-Stadt, Basel-Landschaft and Solothurn) run a joint 

counselling service, and the cantons in central Switzerland have set up a special office for protection 

against discrimination that coordinates, monitors and improves the quality of the services on offer. The 

remaining cantons have outsourced this service to external advice centres. Those cantons that al-

ready had an advisory service in place when the first programme phase (2014–17) was launched fo-

cused more on developing the quality of the service (in particular by running training courses for those 

doing the counselling and enhancing the way in which case data is captured). Other cantons, which 

first had to establish contact points, factored quality assurance into the process right from the start. 

However, in light of the budget allocated to this area for the second programme phase (2018–21), it is 

questionable whether many of the cantons will have sufficient funds at their disposal to not only main-

tain this service but also invest in quality assurance.  

Feedback from the cantons indicates that there is probably a direct relationship between the number 

of cases dealt with by the individual advisory services and how well known these services are among 

the target population. Experience has shown that continuous efforts to raise awareness and inform 

people about the service are required to reach the target audience, even in cantons where advice 

centres have existed for a long time. The canton of Geneva is just one example: following a budget 

reduction of around 50%, the advice centre practically had to give up its public outreach work. A huge 

decline in cases was recorded that very same year. The cantonal authorities are therefore planning a 

pilot project to examine the connection between public information campaigns and the number of cas-

es.  

In 2017, the Beratungsnetz für Rassismusopfer temporarily numbered 27 specialist advice centres 

throughout Switzerland – thus extending the network’s DoSyRa database. However, the network’s 

membership dropped back to 24 centres in 2018.54 DoSyRa gives the cantons and advice centres 

access to a time-tested system for recording data that allows them to tackle quality assurance issues 

together within the network. The aim is to make gathering data as simple, but also as coherent and 

standardised, as possible. Over and above that, it is intended for the network of advice centres to play 

a greater role in coordinating the training opportunities available. 

Informing and advising the administration, institutions within the established framework and 

the general public about protection against discrimination 

                                                      

54 The Kompetenzzentrum Integration Thun-Oberland (KIO), the CaBi Antirassismustreff (St Gallen) and the Informationsstelle 
für Ausländerinnen- und Ausländerfragen (isa) (Bern) left the network. The reason for two of the three departures was insuffi-
cient or reduced funding in this area. It should generally be noted that not all of the specialist advice centres are members of the 
network; consequently, the cases they handle are not entered in DoSyRa.  



 

35 

 

The CIPs’ package of measures to prevent racial discrimination includes providing those who work in 

the administration or established everyday structures with assistance and advice, and raising aware-

ness of the issue among the general public. These measures are put into practice according to the 

need for action in each individual canton. The first programme phase showed how difficult it is for the 

integration delegates to develop a willingness to explicitly engage with the topic of discrimination 

among those who work in the established structures – be it in schools, HR departments or social as-

sistance services. Furthermore, whatever approach is taken must be embedded within an overall 

strategy if we are to move beyond individual measures with a limited impact. Any such strategy should 

give priority to the institutions where awareness needs to be raised and define goals and actions ac-

cordingly.  

One step taken by many cantons in this respect is to organise training and to integrate the topic of 

protection against discrimination into existing education and training courses. In most cases, attend-

ance at these courses is voluntary, and the focus is largely on intercultural issues and not specifically 

on preventing discrimination. Broadening the topic in this way understandably makes the courses 

more accessible to their target audience. However, tackling protection against discrimination through 

the lens of diversity management is relatively difficult and means that the actual problem is not la-

belled as such. For that reason, some cantons (e.g. Fribourg, Geneva and Vaud) are increasingly 

providing specific, needs-based training and coaching sessions. A number of cantons and cities opt 

for a more binding approach in their efforts to make their institutions more accessible. The Canton of 

Neuchâtel, for example, has adopted a roadmap promoting egalitarian government open to diversity. 

The raft of measures contained in the action plan are being implemented with the involvement of all 

the established structures. They seek, for instance, to encourage more people with a migrant back-

ground to apply for positions within the administration and to increase the visibility of the advice cen-

tres for the victims of discrimination.55 The cities of Geneva56 and Bern57 are taking a similar path: 

they have adopted action plans that require the integration offices to work closely with the established 

structures on making the latter fit for diversity management and guaranteeing discrimination-free ac-

cess to their services.  

Just under one third of the cantons (Aargau, Fribourg, Geneva, Jura, Neuchâtel, Solothurn, St Gallen, 

Ticino, Valais and Vaud) and several cities (Bern, Lausanne, Lucerne and other communes) make use 

of the anti-racism action week held each March to raise awareness among a wider audience by host-

ing information and training sessions, cultural activities and other events. In Basel-Stadt and Solo-

thurn, the week-long campaign is run by civil society organisations with the support of the canton. The 

City of Bern was able to persuade neighbouring communes to take part in its poster campaign for the 

first time during the 2018 action week. These events are not only effective in directly targeting and 

reaching a wider public: the week of action also presents an opportunity for networking and persuad-

ing new partner organisations of the merits of joining the fight. Thus, several cantons and cities have 

seized the opportunity to start cooperating with certain structures within the established framework on 

specific topics. 

A number of cantons and cities have also taken highly visible steps to raise public awareness. For 

example, the cantons of Geneva and Vaud have been granting financial aid for some years now to 

                                                      

55 https://www.ne.ch > Autorités > Département de l'économie et de l'action sociale (DEAS) > Service de la cohésion multicultu-
relle > Racisme et discrimination (in FR) 

56 www.ville-geneve.ch > Actualités > Dossiers d’information > Genève, ville de diversité (in FR) 

57 www.bern.ch/integration > Fachbereich Information und Vernetzung > Leitbild zur Integrationspolitik und Schwerpunkteplan 
(in DE) 

https://www.ne.ch/
http://www.ville-geneve.ch/
http://www.bern.ch/integration


 

36 

 

projects whose explicit aim is to prevent discrimination.58 The City of Zurich launched its own ‘Intercul-

tural Weeks’ in 2018, with the intention of regularly highlighting and celebrating the city’s diversity 

through artistic projects and activities organised by the local people themselves. The Zurich project is 

an express invitation to engage with the city’s diversity.59 It can generally be noted that activities de-

signed for the wider public tend to focus on coping with diversity, and not on racism or discrimination. 

This is mostly a conscious decision by the organisers, as explicitly talking about racism often meets 

with resistance (even in political circles) and it is easier to use cultural diversity as a ‘door-opener’ that 

allows the topic to be raised, however indirectly.60  

Protection against discrimination is not limited to the specific goals that have been set – as a cross-

cutting issue it spans every pillar of the CIP programmes. The cantons have pinpointed a need for 

action in vocational education and training, labour market integration, social assistance and health in 

particular, and either support or carry out projects in these areas on an ad hoc basis. The topic is also 

of particular relevance to social integration, as discrimination makes it more difficult for people to live 

in harmony with one another. The cantons are called upon, under both the CIPs and the national inte-

gration agenda, to proactively encourage the host society to open up and to prevent and mediate po-

tential conflicts and discrimination.61.A large majority of the cantons also support initiatives that pro-

mote interfaith dialogue, especially as part of the ‘Week of Religions’ held every November.  

Conclusion 

To sum up, the period covered by this report was dominated by the completion of the first programme 

phase (CIP 1) and the design and launch of the second programme phase (CIP 2), as well as work 

related to the national integration agenda.62 CIP 1 enabled counselling and advisory services to be set 

up and consolidated. However, it must be noted that sufficient funds are not always available for the 

information and communication activities urgently needed to reach the target groups. While low case 

numbers could mean that the services on offer are not (yet) accessible enough to the target groups, 

high case numbers indicate that the existing services have reached their limits. This situation is all the 

more alarming given the fact that most cantons did not use up all the funds allocated to promoting 

protection against discrimination in their CIP 2014–17 budget. The amounts set aside for the second 

programme phase are even lower – especially in German-speaking Switzerland, where Zurich is the 

only canton planning to spend more than 2% of its CIP budget on anti-discrimination measures. Com-

pared with these very limited, and generally insufficient, resources, the investments by some the can-

tons in French-speaking Switzerland seem relatively high (up to almost 7% in Geneva).  

A large number of measures were implemented under CIP 1 with regard to informing and advising the 

administration, institutions within the established framework and the general public about protection 

against discrimination. These ranged from public events and continuing education and training cours-

es to anti-racism weeks and poster campaigns. However, the wide variety of action taken cannot de-

tract from the fact that most cantons lack a comprehensive strategy for raising awareness among the 

established structures and the public. Consequently, attention is to be focused on this aspect during 

                                                      

58 www.ge.ch > Aides financières, argent et impôts > Aides financières aux associations > Aide à l’intégration des étrangers ou 
à la protection contre la discrimination (in FR); www.vd.ch > Population > Intégration des étrangers et prévention du racisme > 
Demander une subvention pour un projet d'intégration et/ou de prévention du racisme (in FR) 

59 See http://about-us.ch/ (in DE) 

60 Whether choosing cultural diversity as a topic ultimately helps draw attention to racism and discrimination or whether it actu-
ally makes it more difficult to discuss these issues depends on a large number of different factors, which are often specifically 
linked to the given situation.  

61 SEM recommendations on implementing the national integration agenda. To find out more about the integration agenda see 
chapter 6.2.1 and www.kip-pic.ch > Kantonale Integrationsprogramme > Integrationsagenda Schweiz (in DE/FR/IT) 

62 See chapter 6.2.1 (Economy and work) for more on the national integration agenda. 

http://www.ge.ch/
http://www.vd.ch/
http://about-us.ch/
http://www.kip-pic.ch/
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the second CIP phase (2018–21). During the last reporting period, it had already become clear that 

there is a direct correlation between the two anti-discrimination goals – awareness-raising and provid-

ing advice – set by the CIPs: when racism is a taboo subject, people have greater inhibitions about 

making use of advisory services. In this context, the effect of the meagre resources allocated to pro-

tection against discrimination for the current programme phase requires critical monitoring. In the ma-

jority of cantons, especially those in German-speaking Switzerland, these resources allow a minimum 

counselling service to be maintained and ad-hoc awareness-raising measures aimed at the estab-

lished structures and general public to be taken, but nothing more – they are not sufficient to allow 

these measures to be developed further and made binding. This will no doubt make it much harder to 

implement the programme goals in this particular area and shows that not every canton has succeed-

ed in making protection against discrimination an integral part of the measures taken to encourage 

integration – or in making it an issue that is seen as relevant to the entire population and not just mi-

grants. As well as the immediate repercussions for the intended target groups, this ultimately jeopard-

ises social cohesion. 

6.1.2 Media and the internet 

The media, both traditional and digital, shape opinion-making and influence the framing of public and 

political discourse. They also play an important role as observers by reporting, and thus initiating pub-

lic debate, on problematic incidents and developments. The increasing presence of the traditional 

media on the internet and social media (e.g. digital editions of newspapers with comments sections or 

public broadcasters’ Facebook pages) and the increasing inclusion of online content in traditional me-

dia reporting raises new questions about the responsibility for publishing controversial and racist con-

tent. 

Respect for basic rights in the traditional media 

The Constitution guarantees the media its freedom and independence (Art. 17 CSt), thus making the 

press itself responsible for ensuring compliance with the ‘Declaration of the Duties of a Journalist’ 

(especially Art. 8: Respecting human dignity and avoiding racial discrimination). The Swiss Press 

Council and Independent Complaints Authority for Radio and Television (ICA) act as self-regulatory 

organisations for the traditional media (Art. 4 para. 1 Radio and Television Act; RTVA). In 2016 and 

2017, however, only a few of the complaints received by the Press Council and the ICA were related 

to racial discrimination.63 

The general public and media professionals can address their questions regarding media ethics to the 

Swiss Press Council. They can submit complaints about alleged discrimination and the violation of 

human dignity. In earlier opinions, the Press Council repeatedly pointed out that any derogatory 

statements directed against a group or individual would have to reach a minimum level of intensity 

before they could be considered degrading or discriminatory: “Any allusion to a person’s ethnic or 

national origin or religion is only discriminatory if combined with a highly disparaging negative value 

judgement (...). Furthermore, the duty to avoid discrimination does not prohibit criticism of individuals; 

it is intended to prevent generalisations that have no objective justification (...)”.64  

The ICA is a body with court-like powers that rules on complaints against radio and television pro-

grammes broadcast by Swiss companies. Cases cannot be brought before the ICA unless they have 

                                                      

63 A total of 127 complaints were submitted to the Press Council in 2017. 20 of these concerned discrimination or a lack of 
respect for human dignity, 3 of which were upheld. In 2016, 47 complaints were received, 6 of which concerned discrimination 
or a lack of respect for human dignity (1 was upheld). This data is based on the Press Council’s annual reports for 2018 and 
2017; the 2019 report covering the 2018 period was not yet available at the time of writing. Information on the ICA’s decisions: 
ICA annual reports for 2017 and 2018 (in DE/FR/IT): www.ubi.admin.ch > Dokumentation > Jahresberichte 
64 Decision no. 13/2006, para. II, clause 2. See also: Decisions no. 32/2001, 6/2002, 9/2002, 37/2002, 44/2003, 32/2006, 
16/2007 and 21/2008 (in DE): https://presserat.ch > Complaints 

http://www.ubi.admin.ch/
https://presserat.ch/
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first been submitted to the office of the SRG ombudsman and found by this lower instance to be ad-

missible. Both bodies are governed by the Radio and Television Act (RTVA; SR 784.40). The ICA’s 

case law on protecting human dignity and avoiding discrimination (Art. 4 para. 1 RTVA) is particularly 

relevant with regard to racism and racial discrimination. The legal regulations were amended to take 

account of the SRG’s presence on social media: since 2016, Art.5a RTVA has explicitly stated that 

any contributions to these platforms produced by editorial staff must comply with the content principles 

set out in Article 4 paragraph 1. However, these minimum requirements do not apply to content posted 

by users, which is governed instead by the SRG’s own internal ‘netiquette’ rules.  

Racist hate speech in digital media and on social networks 

In the case of digital media, self-regulation generally takes a less institutionalised form, and the 

measures to curb hate-filled and racist comments vary considerably.65 However, the internet and so-

cial networks have now established themselves as essential platforms for information and communica-

tion: in 2018, 90% of the Swiss population aged 14 and over used the internet at least once a week 

(compared with a European average of 83%).66 53% of the country’s inhabitants indicated that they 

regularly took part in social networks (10% more than in 2014).67 Digital media add to the diversity of 

information and views available, but they also run the risk of being instrumentalised for political pur-

poses, for attacks on individual fundamental rights or members of minorities and for spreading racist 

content.  

The specific conditions and mechanisms of online communication mean that polarising and emotional-

ly laden statements on sensitive social issues tend to spread faster across the internet than more nu-

anced observations as they generate more attention and comments. This provides fertile ground for 

hate speech, which is usually directed against younger people, women and members of minorities.68 

To what extent this rise in aggressive comments is the result of organised or coordinated approaches 

has yet to be investigated in Switzerland.69 What is clear is that racism today takes place in both the 

online and offline world. Therefore, any information and prevention campaigns must make sure to 

include online racism.  

Hate speech can cause emotional distress, a loss of control and reputational damage. Victims may 

also decide to change their own behaviour and stop using social networks (‘silencing’). But abusive 

comments can also have an impact on supposedly ‘impartial observers’ and lead to a hardening of 

opinion. In structural terms, hate speech encourages polarisation, internet vigilantism and the spread 

of disinformation.70  

                                                      

65 The Federal Council’s 2013 and 2017 reports on the legal basis for social media take a detailed look at the situation and 
attendant issues: Rechtliche Basis für Social Media. Federal Council report and follow-up report in fulfilment of Amherd postu-
late 11.3912. Bern, 2013 and 2017. 

66 www.bfs.admin.ch > Statistiken finden > Kultur, Medien, Informationsgesellschaft, Sport > Informationsgesellschaft > Ge-
samtindikatoren > Haushalte und Bevölkerung > Internetnutzung (in DE/FR).  

67 www.bfs.admin.ch > Statistiken finden > Kultur, Medien, Informationsgesellschaft, Sport > Informationsgesellschaft > Ge-
samtindikatoren > Haushalte und Bevölkerung > Kultur und Freizeit (in DE/FR). In 2017, Facebook was the most widely used 
globally (2 billion users), followed by Instagram (800 million users) and Twitter (330 million users): https://socialmedia-
institute.com > Neue Kommentare > Übersicht aktueller Social Media Nutzerzahlen (in DE) 

68 See for example: Stahel, Lea: Microfoundations of aggressive commenting on social media within a sociological multilevel 
perspective. Zurich, 2018. 

69 An example of this kind of analysis from Germany: Kreißel, Philip/Ebner, Julia et al.: Hass auf Knopfdruck: Rechtsextreme 
Trollfabriken und das Ökosystem koordinierter Hasskampagnen im Netz. Institute for Strategic Dialogue & Initiative “Ich bin 
hier”, London, 2018. 

70 See for example: Pew Research Center: ‘Teens' Social Media Habits and Experiences: Survey 2018’: www.pewinternet.org 
> Internet & Tech > Publications. Brodnig, Ingrid: Hass im Netz. Was wir gegen Hetze, Mobbing und Lügen tun können. Brand-
stätter Verlag, Vienna 2016. For a more recent bibliography see: Bojarska, Katarzyna: The Dynamics of Hate Speech and 
Counter Speech in the Social Media. Center for Internet and Human Rights, Europa-Universität Viadrina, Frankfurt, 2018. 

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
https://socialmedia-institute.com/
https://socialmedia-institute.com/
http://www.pewinternet.org/
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Legal provisions against online hate speech 

Efforts to combat hate speech and incitements to violence on social media are based on criminal law 

(specifically, articles 135, 173 ff., 180, 258 ff. and 261bis SCC), private law (Art. 28 ff. CC) and adminis-

trative law. The difficulties in applying the existing norms mainly arise from the international nature of 

the social networks. The territoriality principle means that Swiss law can only be applied to a certain 

extent unless there is a strong connection with Switzerland.71  

Under criminal law, the same rules apply to racist statements posted on digital media as to those 

made offline: the boundaries of free speech are broken whenever human dignity is attacked or hate, 

discrimination or violence is incited. Public incitement to hatred or discrimination of a person or group 

of persons on the grounds of their race, ethnic origin or religion is punishable by a custodial sentence 

of up to three years or a monetary penalty (Art. 261bis SCC). If the parliamentary initiative submitted by 

Mathias Reynard is implemented, this particular norm will be extended to include discrimination on the 

grounds of sexual orientation.72  

Overall, the number and nature of the cases of racism brought before the courts under Art. 261bis SCC 

has remained stable thus far (41 judgments in 2016, 57 in 2015, 22 in 2014 and 47 in 2013). Only a 

very few legal cases involved the media – the FCR’s collection of rulings on Art. 261bis SCC records 2 

cases in 2018 and 9 in 2017 (mass media incl. the internet). An increasingly significant number of 

cases concerned racist comments on social media, however (7 in 2018 and 17 in 2017).73 

Responsibility for taking action to prosecute racist content on the internet lies with the cantons. Fedpol 

serves as the central agency to which all racist and extremist content should be reported.74 It forwards 

relevant cases to the competent cantonal offices and coordinates the activities of the cantonal police 

forces. Fedpol is also tasked with flagging up content that incites hatred or violence against religious 

or racially defined groups to the operators of internet platforms; as part of the YouTube ‘Trusted Flag-

ger’ programme, its requests are prioritised (and the aim is to achieve a similar status on other social 

networks).75 

The Federal Council would like to see network providers taking more responsibility and supports par-

liamentary procedural requests that call upon Switzerland to actively work towards a solution to the 

problem of international online enforcement.76 However, experts agree that not all hate-filled com-

ments satisfy the requirements for criminal prosecution, and that many victims are reluctant to pursue 

cumbersome civil law proceedings. Consequently, repressive legal measures alone are not enough to 

counter hate speech. It is essential to also promote general media literacy and step up information and 

awareness-raising efforts.  

                                                      

71 In Switzerland, unlike other countries, platform operators are not obliged to delete or block messages on social networks on 
the basis of reports from users (as is now the case in Germany since the introduction of the Network Enforcement Act on 1 
January 2018) without an administrative or court decision. This obligation is the subject of controversy, specifically regarding its 
compatibility with fundamental rights and especially that of freedom of expression.  

72 Parliamentary initiative Kampf der Diskriminierung aufgrund der sexuellen Orientierung (PI 13.407) submitted by Mathias 
Reynard on 7 March 2013 (in DE/FR/IT). 

73 www.ekr.admin.ch > Dienstleistungen > Sammlung Rechtsfälle > Statistischer Überblick > Gesellschaftliches Umfeld (in 
DE/FR/IT) 

74 However, it must be assumed that only a small fraction of racist statements on the internet are ever reported to fedpol, as the 
current reporting form does not make explicit reference to this possibility: www.fedpol.admin.ch > Crime > Cybercrime > Report-
ing form 

75 Government agencies, individual users and NGOs can take part in the Trusted Flagger programme. Content notified by 
Trusted Flaggers is prioritised for review by YouTube. 

76 Motion 18.3379 Zugriff der Strafverfolgungsbehörden auf Daten im Ausland submitted by Christian Levrat on 23 March 2018, 
Motion 18.3306 Rechtsdurchsetzung im Internet stärken durch ein obligatorisches Zustellungsdomizil für grosse kommerzielle 
Internetplattformen submitted by Balthasar Glättli on 15 March 2018. A total of around 10 parliamentary procedural requests on 
the issues and dangers of digitalisation were submitted during the reporting period. 

http://www.ekr.admin.ch/
http://www.fedpol.admin.ch/
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Measures to combat online racist hate speech 

The FSIO’s national Youth and Media platform raises awareness among parents, teachers and youth 

leaders of the opportunities and risks associated with digital media.77 In this way, it promotes media 

literacy and helps protect children and young people against the dangers of the internet. Specifically, 

the platform provides parents and teachers with information and recommendations regarding online 

extremism and hatred that also touch on racism and antisemitism. The platform made ‘Extremism and 

radicalisation’ a priority topic from 2016 until the end of 2018, during which time it supported four pro-

jects that tackled extremism on the internet by producing counter-narratives. The results of the project 

evaluation were presented in May 2019 at the National Youth and Media Forum.78 The approaches 

developed to prevent extremism can also be applied in part to combating racist and antisemitic hate 

speech. However, given the different target groups and measures involved, it would make sense to 

treat these two issues separately.  

The SCRA supports the advice centres that specialise in racism and discrimination in acquiring the 

skills required to deal with online racism. The first workshop in December 2018 showed that, while the 

existing centres are able to handle cases of online racism, they are not always sufficiently aware of the 

digital dimension of racism and often lack the requisite technical know-how (for example, when it 

comes to identifying the perpetrators and acting quickly online). Moreover, cooperation between the 

various services that may be involved needs to be well-rehearsed if they are to react efficiently to cas-

es with far-reaching implications. More attention must be paid here to protecting the organisations and 

individuals who make themselves a target by taking action to curb hate speech. And finally, the digital 

dimension of racism must be addressed more explicitly in general awareness-raising work, and online 

prevention measures must be strengthened. At present, the federal government, cantons and cit-

ies/communes largely restrict themselves to posting information and material on the measures taken 

to combat racism. However, they have not yet laid the groundwork for fighting racism directly online or 

developed strategies that would permit the services involved to strengthen their online presence. This 

realisation prompted the SCRA to come up with a strategy for moving this issue forward. Its measures 

are being implemented in cooperation with the FSIO, the FCR and other relevant public and private 

bodies.79 

In addition to initiating and implementing its own measures, the SCRA supports projects run by other 

organisations seeking to prevent racism on the internet. These are important because, although cer-

tain measures and prevention strategies are cross-cutting in nature and can be applied to all forms of 

hateful discourse, specific approaches that take account of individual groups or topics are still re-

quired. What is more, engagement by private organisations is urgently needed to strengthen moral 

courage in the wider population and guarantee the visibility of counter-narratives to racism. As projects 

of this kind are relatively costly and call for special expertise, the SCRA is currently examining whether 

they should be given special support in the future and what form that support could take.  

The cantons and communes are primarily active in developing and implementing strategies to promote 

media literacy. Work is being done within the compulsory and post-compulsory education system to 

ensure that children and young people learn to take a critical view of verbal and visual media content. 

This is absolutely essential if they are to deal adequately with any racist hate speech and incitement 

they encounter online in later life.  

Online racist hate speech has reached such a quantitative and qualitative magnitude that it is now 

making democratic debate difficult. Specifically, this can result in members of attacked minorities with-

                                                      

77 www.jugendundmedien.ch (in DE/FR/IT)  

78 www.jugendundmedien.ch > Experten und Fachwissen > Veranstaltungen > Nationales Fachforum (in DE/FR/IT) 

79 For further information on the subject see: www.frb.admin.ch > Tätigkeitsfelder > Medien und Internet (in DE/FR)  

http://www.jugendundmedien.ch/
http://www.jugendundmedien.ch/
http://www.frb.admin.ch/
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drawing from the debate, thus curtailing their freedom of expression.80 Therefore, it is important for 

this development to be broadly discussed in the media, for authorities and advice centres to tackle the 

subject explicitly, and for politicians at the national, cantonal and communal level to actively counter 

these narratives on the internet. There is a constant interplay between online and offline racism. Any-

one dealing with racism today has no option but to take an interest in the internet and how it works – 

and anyone surfing the web today cannot help but be confronted with racism. 

6.1.3 Right-wing extremism 

The refusal to recognise that all human beings are equal, xenophobia and racism are cornerstones of 

right-wing ideologies. The extreme right in Switzerland has transitioned from a small underground 

movement at the end of the Second World War into a larger, more differentiated subculture today. 

However, in Switzerland this trend has been accompanied in recent years by a tendency among right-

wing groups to operate under the public radar and it can be assumed that the movement has de-

creased in size.81 At the same time, the increasing spread of radical right-wing positions online, and 

especially via social media, has permitted extremist right-wing ideologies and structures to take on an 

international and global dimension which cannot be gauged in full because of the focus on violent 

extremism.82 Furthermore, both the Federal Intelligence Service (FIS) and the Foundation against 

Racism and Antisemitism (GRA) draw attention to attempts by members of the scene to gain a foot-

hold in the political system (i.e. by joining political parties of all sizes and by standing for election).83 In 

addition, the limits of what it is acceptable to say are also continually being pushed in political debate. 

Facts and figures 

The Federal Act on Measures to Safeguard Internal Security (ISA; SR 120) places the responsibility 

for monitoring violent extremism on the federal and cantonal security agencies. The latter record every 

kind of violent extremism, whether politically or ideologically motivated. As in previous years, the FIS 

report for 2018 concludes that right-wing extremism in Switzerland does not pose a threat to the state 

and that the potential for violence remains unchanged at a low level. However, the situation report for 

2019 states that the FIS became aware of three times as many incidents connected with violent right-

wing extremism in 2018 than in 2017 and concludes that right-wing extremism in Switzerland is un-

dergoing a resurgence. The scene continues to maintain a low profile and – with the exception of the 

Résistance Helvétique84 group, which is active in French-speaking Switzerland – does not make many 

appearances in public. Nevertheless, several far-right groups now have websites that are accessible 

to the general public, and one group in the canton of Vaud even has its own clubhouse. However, 

right-wing extremism has by no means lost its potential for violence. The FIS puts the number of right-

                                                      

80 Around three quarters of respondents in a representative study in Hessen said they felt intimidated by hate speech and that 
this had forced them off the internet. More than half of respondents stated that they rarely revealed their political views as a 
reaction to online hate speech: Eckes, Christine / Fernholz, Tobias et al.: #Hass im Netz: Der schleichende Angriff auf unsere 
Demokratie. Ed. Institut für Demokratie und Gesellschaft IDZ. Bern, 2018, p. 22 and 29. 

81 Federal Intelligence Service: Switzerland’s Security. Situation Report 2018 of the Federal Intelligence Service. Federal De-
partment of Defence, Civil Protection and Sport. Bern, 2018; pp. 56–66. 

82 In its response to interpellation 17.3174 (Neonazi-Konzert in Unterwasser. Lehren für Politik und Justiz, submitted by Barba-
ra Gysi on 16 March 2017), the Federal Council pointed out that the right-wing extremist scene makes intensive use of the 
networking opportunities provided by the internet, and especially social media, to maintain international links. This is confirmed 
by the FIS report (pp. 60–61). According to the antisemitism reports compiled by Coordination Intercommunautaire Contre 
l'Antisémitisme et la Diffamation (CICAD), 47% of all cases in 2017 concerned social media, compared with 64% in 2018. See: 
www.cicad.ch > Antisémitisme > Rapports antisémitisme (in FR) 

83 Federal Intelligence Service 2018: p. 65; www.rassismus.ch > Einschätzungen > 2017 > Einschätzungen 2017: Rassismus 
in der Schweiz (in DE/FR). 

84 The 2017 CICAD report observes that right-wing extremist groups in Western Switzerland have not only become more ac-
tive, they are also networking more with groups in other French-speaking cantons and in France. In its 2018 report, CICAD 
names Résistance Helvétique, the Kalvingrad Patriote group and the Partei National Orientierter Schweizer (PNOS) as the most 
active in this part of the country. See: www.cicad.ch > Antisémitisme > Rapports antisémitisme (in FR)  

http://www.cicad.ch/
http://www.rassismus.ch/
http://www.cicad.ch/
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wing extremists in Switzerland who are prepared to use violence at 350 and estimates that a quarter 

to a third of these have actually engaged in violence. In its report, the FIS specifically points out that 

some right-wing extremists are armed and carry weapons, and that they practise the use of firearms. It 

also writes that certain developments or events, such as a rapid rise in the number of asylum seekers 

or a jihad-motivated attack, could change the situation immediately and trigger violent reactions.85 

The authorities, police and venue managers have become more vigilant since the concert held in Un-

terwasser (in the canton of St Gallen) in 2016, at which more than 5,000 far-right extremists from all 

over Europe came to listen to bands from the scene.86 The Federal Council confirms this in its re-

sponse of 10 May 2017 to the interpellation on the subject (Neonazi-Konzert in Unterwasser. Lehren 

für Politik und Justiz), in which it states that incidents like the one in Unterwasser are “highly undesira-

ble” and “must not be allowed to happen again”. It points out that, in the wake of the event, the federal 

and cantonal intelligence and police services took further steps to raise awareness and enable the 

cantonal and communal authorities to recognise the signs of similar events at an early stage.87 The 

FIS became aware of three concerts to be held by the right-wing extremist scene in 2017: one was 

prevented altogether and entry bans were imposed on two of the three bands at one of the others.88 

The GRA was prompted by the events of 2016 to devote that year’s focus report to right-wing extrem-

ism. It emerges that some right-wing extremist groups are highly popular on Facebook and even ap-

pear to be reaching individuals in mainstream society. The report also notes a shift in content towards 

anti-Muslimism and criticism of Switzerland’s asylum policy. The GRA confirms another observation: 

with radical right ideologies increasingly being spread in the virtual world, the scene can be said to 

have moved from the streets onto the internet.89 However, it must be noted that very little research 

has been conducted in Switzerland to date on what effect, if any, the new opportunities for virtual net-

working and spreading ideological messages are having or if there is any link between this phenome-

non and the tendency of far-right groups to retreat from the physical public sphere. Likewise, there has 

been little exploration of newer movements, such as the Identitarian movement or other New Right 

platforms, and the extent to which they serve as rallying points for right-wing extremists and sympa-

thisers.90 The subject has generally received little attention from Swiss researchers since the conclu-

sion of the National Research Programme 40+ ‘Right-wing Extremism – Causes and Counter-

measures’ in 2009.  

Despite the growing importance of social media in right-wing extremist circles, the number of reports 

of cybercrime relating to extremism and racial discrimination received by the Federal Office of Police 

(fedpol) declined in the reporting period. Fedpol assumes that the above-average number of reports 

                                                      

85 Federal Intelligence Service 2018: pp. 55–65. 

86 See also the GRA focus report of March 2017 on right-wing extremism at www.rassismus.ch > Einschätzungen > 2016 > 
Fokusbericht: Rechtsextremismus in der Schweiz (in DE/FR).  

87 Interpellation entitled Neonazi-Konzert in Unterwasser. Lehren für Politik und Justiz (Ip. 17.3174); submitted by Barbara Gysi 
on 16 March 2017; in DE/FR/IT. 

88 Federal Intelligence Service 2018: p. 57. 

89 www.rassismus.ch > Einschätzungen > 2016 > Fokusbericht: Rechtsextremismus in der Schweiz (published on 21 March 
2017; in DE/FR) 

90 A 2017 article examining the radical right website Les observateurs also points out that very little research has been pro-
duced on extreme-right communication strategies, especially those used online. This is particularly true of Switzerland, even 
though the radical right emerged here early on. See Jammet, Thomas / Guidi, Diletta: Observer les observateurs. Du pluralisme 
médiatique au populisme anti-islam, analyse d’un site de ‘réinformation’ suisse et de ses connexions. In: Réseaux 2017/2, no. 
202–203, pp. 241–271. At: https://www.cairn.info/revue-reseaux-2017-2-page-241.htm 

http://www.rassismus.ch/
http://www.rassismus.ch/
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submitted in 2015 and 2016 was triggered by the social media discussions regarding the influx of ref-

ugees and that these figures have now returned to their former levels.91  

In 2018, the DoSyRa database recorded 2 cases of right-wing populism and 14 cases of right-wing 

extremism (from a total of 278); in 2017, it had been 4 cases of right-wing populism involving racial 

discrimination and 13 cases of right-wing extremism (from a total of 245).92 According to the FCR’s 

collection of legal cases, the number of judgments handed down in connection with right-wing extrem-

ism varies considerably from year to year, although a downward trend can be detected in the last few 

years. No cases were recorded in 2018 and only one in 2017.93 The ‘Chronology of racism in Switzer-

land’ compiled by the GRA together with the Society for Minorities in Switzerland (GMS) includes 39 

cases in 2017 and 46 in 2018. Two of the cases in 2017 and 8 in 2018 fell into the category of ‘right-

wing extremist parades, appearances, gatherings’.94 The gggfon – gemeinsam gegen Gewalt und 

Rassismus information and advice centre, which operates in the Bern and Burgdorf area, reports a 

sharp rise in cases of right-wing extremism in the period under review, and especially an increase in 

the spread of far-right symbols.  

Measures to combat it 

Overall, it can be stated that violent extremism does not pose a fundamental threat to Switzerland’s 

internal security. However, a social climate that has been poisoned by right-wing, xenophobic rhetoric 

is more likely to engender racist attitudes, activities and criminal acts as well as everyday discrimina-

tion. It is therefore important for tendencies of this kind to be identified at an early stage and immedi-

ate action taken. 

The FIS and fedpol are bound by law to take security precautions to this effect (Art. 5 para. 3 ISA). 

The analyses produced by these two agencies enable the competent federal and cantonal authorities 

to step in and take legal action in good time (Art. 2 para. 1 ISA). The measures in connection with the 

armed forces (see chapter 6.2.9) also fall into this category.  

The federal government, cantons, cities and communes have been working together since 2017 to 

implement the National Action Plan to Prevent and Counter Radicalisation and Violent Extremism. The 

action plan contains 26 measures in the following areas: knowledge and expertise, cooperation and 

coordination, prevention of extremist ideologies and extremist groups, disengagement and reintegra-

tion, and international cooperation. It is accompanied by an incentive programme that provides finan-

cial support to projects involved in implementing the measures. The action plan explicitly targets all 

forms of radicalisation and violent extremism, but regards jihadist-motivated radicalisation as the main 

threat.95 

Racism and extremism flourish whenever people look for simple explanations for complex social prob-

lems (e.g. in the form of conspiracy theories or scapegoats). Diversity and its contradictions are part 

and parcel of democratic processes the world over. Individual citizens will be better able to handle this 

                                                      

91 In 2017, 66 reports were received regarding Art. 259 SCC (public incitement to crime or violence) and 123 regarding Art. 
261bis SCC (racial discrimination). These account for 0.67% and 1.25% respectively of all reports submitted to fedpol. In 2018, 
those figures had fallen to 15 (0.21%) and 51 reports (0.7%) respectively. In 2015 and 2016, the reports regarding Art. 259 SCC 
and Art. 261bis SCC were not recorded separately. Taken together, the two categories generated 412 reports (3.56%) in 2015 
and 339 (2.42%) in 2016. 

92 Beratungsnetz für Rassismusopfer: Rassismusvorfälle aus der Beratungspraxis. Januar bis Dezember 2018, Bern, 2019, p. 
14.  

93 www.ekr.admin.ch > Dienstleistungen > Sammlung Rechtsfälle > Statistischer Überblick > Ideologie (in DE/FR/IT) 

94 The chronology of ‘Racism in Switzerland’ is available for download (in French and German) at: http://chronologie.gra.ch. 
Compiled and commented on by the GRA and GMS, it constitutes a form of media monitoring as it only records cases that are 
documented by the media. However, the number of unreported cases during the reporting period is also likely to be high. 

95 www.ejpd.admin.ch > Aktuell > News > 2017 > Nationaler Aktionsplan zur Verhinderung und Bekämpfung von Radikalisie-
rung und gewalttätigem Extremismus (in DE/FR/IT) 

http://www.ekr.admin.ch/
http://chronologie.gra.ch/
http://www.ejpd.admin.ch/
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situation if they are raised to be confident, with a sense of their own worth. Measures taken in a formal 

educational setting can help here too. The federal government, cantons and communes provide finan-

cial support to educational projects on human rights that are intended to boost the self-responsibility of 

children and young people and encourage them to actively participate in society.96 The SCRA did not 

receive any applications during the reporting period for projects specifically seeking to prevent right-

wing extremism. For several years now, the SCRA has contributed to the funding of 

www.rechtsextremismus.ch, a platform run by a number of institutions and experts that provides in-

formation and useful contact details to anyone interested in the subject, whether directly affected or 

not. 

6.2 Measures by area of life 

We will now look at the current situation and measures taken during the reporting period in individual 

areas of life. As a rule, the information provided under the heading ‘Facts and figures’ is taken from 

the cases of racism encountered in practice and documented by the Beratungsnetz für Rassis-

musopfer network of advice centres (DoSyRa documentation and monitoring system), the Federal 

Commission against Racism’s collection of court cases on Art. 261bis SCC (the FCR’s collection of 

legal cases), and the set of integration indicators published by the Federal Statistical Office (FSO).  

It is safe to assume that a large number of cases are never reported to the advice centres and are 

therefore not included in the statistics gathered by the network. This is particularly true for those areas 

of life in which state-run advisory structures play an important role, namely employment – where peo-

ple can turn to the regional employment centres (RAV) and career information centres (BIZ); social 

services; healthcare and schooling. In all likelihood, cases of discrimination will not always be recog-

nised as such within these structures because of the failure to prioritise the issues of discrimination 

and racism at the institutional level. Many victims never seek counselling, and their experiences are 

not always treated as cases of discrimination even when reported to the relevant complaints or om-

budsman’s office. The report compiled by the City of Zurich ombudsman's office clearly demonstrates 

that it is possible to a) screen counselling cases systematically for indications of discrimination and b) 

bear the underlying power relations in mind when handling them. In the context of the CIPs and, more 

generally, the institutional reforms required to meet the needs of a pluralistic society, further efforts 

must be made to firmly establish protection against discrimination as a cross-cutting task.  

The following account of measures taken in the individual areas of life also takes a critical look at the 

(state) institutions involved. The report not only describes activities that are explicitly concerned with 

discrimination or racism, but also those that contribute to opening up the institutions in a broader 

sense. By ‘opening up institutions’, we mean a process which ensures that everyone has equal access 

to services. Open institutions grant access regardless of gender, national and cultural origin, ethnicity, 

sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, language, age, disability or way of life – which is no more 

than is required of them by law.97 

For this reason, when reporting on the areas of life, we often focus on specific sections of the popula-

tion and their access to the services, goods or rights being discussed. For example, in chapter 6.2.11, 

we mention the initiative to create a local ID card in various cities. Efforts to legalise sans-papiers – for 

                                                      

96 A study on extremist attitudes and behaviour among young people in Switzerland published by the Zurich University of Ap-
plied Sciences in 2018 comes to the conclusion that 5.9% of respondents without a migrant background embrace far-right atti-
tudes. The study also presents data on left-wing extremism (7%) and Islamic extremism (2.7%). See Manzoni, Patrik / Baier, 
Dirk et al.: Verbreitung extremistischer Einstellungen und Verhaltensweisen unter Jugendlichen in der Schweiz. ZHAW Zurich 
University of Applied Sciences, Zurich, 2018.  

97 Definition in accordance with: Service for Combating Racism: Die Öffnung der Institutionen. Leitfaden für die Praxis. Aktuelle 
Fragestellungen und praktische Erfahrungen im Kontext der Umsetzung der Kantonalen Integrationsprogramme (KIP). Bern, 
2017. See: www.frb.admin.ch > What we do > Cantons and institutions > Access to institutions (document available in 
DE/FR/IT) 

http://www.rechtsextremismus.ch/
http://www.frb.admin.ch/
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example, Operation Papyrus in Geneva98 and similar projects in other cities – can likewise be seen as 

a measure to protect against discrimination. The emphasis placed on the fundamental issue of access 

goes hand in hand with a critical view of the increasing juridification of the term ‘integration’ in legisla-

tion relating to foreign nationals. Making rights and entitlements conditional on criteria that must be 

satisfied blocks access and creates new vulnerabilities – and thus new scope for discrimination.99  

6.2.1 Economy and work 

Employment is the area of life in which racial discrimination is most frequently reported. It takes the 

form of unfair treatment when applying for jobs and hiring candidates, and is encountered in the work-

place in the form of discriminatory behaviour, marginalisation, bullying and other expressions of preju-

dice. As well as being hurtful and stressful for the person targeted, it also leads to tension within the 

team and can have a negative impact on the business and, ultimately, the economy as a whole. Given 

that the labour market is seen as a veritable ‘driver of integration’, the negative consequences of dis-

crimination in this area are felt far beyond the actual workplace.  

Inequality in the workplace can stem from a number of factors and should not be equated wholesale 

with discrimination. Individuals are variously equipped in terms of education, school selection, recogni-

tion of qualifications and residence status when they enter the labour market. Therefore, measures to 

counter these inequalities at this stage must also begin by promoting equal opportunities in schools 

and during further or continuing education and training. 

People in work can be treated differently when it comes to hiring conditions, pay, continuing profes-

sional development, promotion, safety at work and termination. They may also experience harassment 

or bullying. If this inequality on the labour market is due to criteria such as origin, colour or religion, 

then it constitutes racial discrimination. Depending on 

the most common stereotypes, people can be targeted 

because of their ethnic background or religion or be-

cause they have a foreign-sounding name, regardless 

of their nationality. 

Facts and figures 

Figure 1 shows that the trend in work-related discrimi-

nation is rising.100 The network for the victims of racism 

reports a steady increase in the number of people seek-

ing advice on work-related discrimination and identifies 

a shift that has taken place in the last few years: while 

cases experienced on the labour market have a ten-

dency to fluctuate, those related to discrimination at 

work are rising.101 The DoSyRa database registered 65 

cases from a total of 278 in 2018 and 61 cases from a 

                                                      

98 Run in the canton of Geneva between February 2017 and December 2018, Operation Papyrus reviewed several hundred 
applications by sans-papiers for legalisation of their residence status, accompanied by a campaign to discourage illegal em-
ployment. See: www.ge.ch/dossier/operation-papyrus 

99 See: FCM: Integration – kein Messinstrument, sondern Aufgabe aller! Empfehlungen. Bern, 2017. At: www.ekm.admin.ch > 
Publikationen > Empfehlungen (in DE/FR/IT) 

100 The trend lines have been smoothed (LOESS). Sources: FCR’s collection of legal cases (E), DoSyRa monitoring system 
(D) and VeS survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland (Z). 

101 DoSyRa breaks employment-related cases down into two categories: discrimination on the labour market and workplace 
discrimination. The variation expressed in percentage points (PP) refers to the year-on-year difference in the percentage share 
calculated for each category. 

Übersetzung: Figure 1: Work-related discrimination 

 

 

http://www.ge.ch/dossier/operation-papyrus
http://www.ekm.admin.ch/


 

46 

 

total of 301 in 2017.102 Respondents in the VeS survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland 

also named the workplace and public places as the context in which they were most often discriminat-

ed against (50%).103 The figure for experienced discrimination is much higher in the VeS Survey than 

that recorded by the advice centres as not everyone who is affected seeks assistance. The FCR’s 

collection of legal cases did not record any work-related cases in 2018 and just one in 2017; as work-

ing life is primarily governed by private law, the provision criminalising racism seldom applies here. 104 

Various other indicators suggest that access to the labour market remains difficult for immigrants and 

people with a migrant background.105 The unemployment rate among first-generation immigrants and 

people with a migrant background is generally higher than that among people without a migrant back-

ground (8% and 3% respectively in 2016 and 2017).106 In 2017, 14% of those in employment with a 

tertiary qualification worked in occupations for which they were overqualified: for the population with-

out a migrant background, this figure came to 10%, among the population with a migrant background it 

stood at 20% for the first generation and 16% for the second-plus generation.107 That same year, 16% 

of workers were in low-paid jobs; for the population without a migrant background, this figure came to 

13% and for the population with a migrant background it stood at 20%, most of whom were women 

(thus potentially pointing to multiple discrimination).108 A look at salaries also reveals differences. In 

2016, the median wage of workers with Swiss nationality was almost CHF 1,000 higher than that of 

foreign workers (CHF 6,808 versus CHF 5,893).109 

These differences do not necessarily prove that discrimination exists; neither do they cover all the 

population groups potentially affected by discrimination. However, they may be interpreted as a poten-

tial sign of structural discrimination. A new research paper has found that, when applying for positions 

that require an apprenticeship qualification, Swiss nationals of immigrant origin need to submit around 

30% more applications before they are invited for interview. The greatest statistically significant gap is 

to be found among Swiss candidates with a Kosovan background, across all occupations and regions. 

The authors point out that although this ethnic hierarchy can be observed on the labour market 

throughout Europe, Switzerland differs from other European countries in its lack of awareness of this 

issue – despite manifest discrimination. They attribute this to the relatively low unemployment rate. In 

other words, in Switzerland, discrimination does not necessarily lead to unemployment. However, it 

does have very specific drawbacks for those affected.110  

                                                      

102 Beratungsnetz für Rassismusopfer: Rassismusvorfälle aus der Beratungspraxis. Januar bis Dezember 2018, Bern, 2019, p. 
11. 

103 www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and Coexistence in Switzerland  

104 www.ekr.admin.ch > Dienstleistungen > Sammlung Rechtsfälle > Statistischer Überblick > Gesellschaftliches Umfeld (in 
DE/FR/IT) 

105 For a definition of the typology by migration status see www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and 
integration > Population by migration status > Typology  

106 www.bfs.admin.ch > Statistiken finden > Bevölkerung > Migration und Integration > Integrationsindikatoren > Alle Indikato-
ren > Arbeitsmarkt > Erwerbslosenquote gemäss ILO (in DE/FR)  

107 www.bfs.admin.ch > Statistiken finden > Bevölkerung > Migration und Integration > Integrationsindikatoren > Alle Indikato-
ren > Arbeitsmarkt > Übereinstimmung Bildungsniveau und ausgeübte Tätigkeit (in DE/FR) 

108 www.bfs.admin.ch > Statistiken finden > Bevölkerung > Migration und Integration > Integrationsindikatoren > Alle Indikato-
ren > Arbeitsmarkt > Anteil niedrige Löhne ILO (in DE/FR) 

109 www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Work and income > Wages, income from employment and labour costs 

110 Zschirnt, Eva/Fibbi, Rosita: ‘Do Swiss Citizens of Immigrant Origin Face Hiring Discrimination in the Labour Market?’ Work-
ing Paper #20, Neuchâtel, 2019. See: www.nccr-onthemove.ch > Publications > Working Papers  

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.ekr.admin.ch/
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.nccr-onthemove.ch/
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Measures to protect against discrimination 

In Switzerland, the social partners bear a great deal of responsibility for regulating the labour market 

and therefore have a special duty to develop anti-discrimination measures. At the conclusion of the 

dialogue on integration conducted by the Tripartite Conference (TK), the parties involved formulated a 

series of recommendations on how to further improve the integration of foreign workers in which they 

call upon the federal government and the cantons to introduce even more flexibility to vocational edu-

cation and training, thus creating greater permeability and allowing better account to be taken of indi-

vidual situations. The social partners are urged to take part in developing measures for integration.111 

The cantons have set themselves very specific employment-related goals under the CIPs, with a focus 

on improving the employability of migrants. They place a special emphasis here on access to the la-

bour market for refugees and temporarily admitted foreigners. In the summer of 2018, the federal gov-

ernment and cantons agreed on an integration agenda for Switzerland (IAS) that provides a systemat-

ic structure for action and adds to the measures already in place. The Federal Council has increased 

the flat-rate financial contribution it makes to the cantons for integration. They, in turn, are responsible 

for implementing a binding integration process that will enable minors and young adults to learn a 

national language faster and prepare themselves to enter the workforce.112 In parallel, the State Sec-

retariat for Migration (SEM) began coordinating a four-year pilot programme in 2018 that aims to im-

prove integration by providing pre-apprenticeships and promoting language skills at an early stage. 

Several hundred young asylum seekers each year are now able to attend a one-year practice-based 

course that helps integrate them by preparing them for an apprenticeship. Eighteen cantons have 

joined the SEM scheme. A total of 3,600 places are to be made available. A second sub-project gives 

asylum seekers who are likely to remain in Switzerland for an extended period the chance to acquire 

language skills as early as possible.113 It remains to be seen what contribution, if any, the integration 

agenda and pilot programme can make to eliminating discriminatory barriers to labour market access 

for this target group. 

Between 2014 and 2016, the SEM cooperated with the State Secretariat for Economic Affairs (SECO) 

on a programme to support mentoring projects (both ongoing and new) which sought to promote the 

professional and personal development of migrants. Although those responsible were positive in their 

assessment of the programme, finding that the migrants benefited and public-private partnerships 

were strengthened, they also noted that the success of (professional) integration is influenced by ex-

ternal factors over which the SEM and the projects involved have no control, such as the impact of 

prejudice. They additionally found that the programme’s sustainability depended on the projects being 

given access to funding from other structures once the start-up funding provided by the federal gov-

ernment had been used up. Not every project succeeded in this, and only a few of those originally 

launched are still being run.114 

6.2.2 Schooling and education  

Education is a key factor in professional and social advancement, and the economy depends on a 

well-educated workforce. This makes it all the more important to draw attention to the fact that multiple 

barriers hinder access to education. Because of the way in which the Swiss education system is or-

ganised, the successful implementation of measures to counter discrimination requires close coopera-

                                                      

111 Tripartite Konferenz (TK): www.dialog-integration.ch > Arbeiten (in DE/FR) 

112 http://www.kip-pic.ch > Kantonale Integrationsprogramme > Integrationsagenda (in DE/FR/IT)  

113 www.sem.admin.ch > Einreise und Aufenthalt > Integration > Programme und Projekte von nationaler Bedeutung > Pilot-
programm “Integrationsvorlehre und frühzeitige Sprachförderung” (in DE/FR/IT) 

114 www.sem.admin.ch > Einreise und Aufenthalt > Integration > Programme und Projekte von nationaler Bedeutung (in 
DE/FR/IT) 

http://www.dialog-integration.ch/
http://www.kip-pic.ch/
http://www.sem.admin.ch/
http://www.sem.admin.ch/
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tion between the federal government, cantons, cities and communes. These efforts involve a wide 

range of actors, spanning every level and area of education.  

Facts and figures 

Figure 2 shows an increasing tendency towards racial discrimination in schools and education estab-

lishments.115 The number of cases on which the advice centres were consulted has risen steadily 

since 2013. The DoSyRa database recorded 38 cases from a total of 278 in 2018 and 42 cases out of 

301 in 2017.116 In the survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland (VeS), the proportion of peo-

ple experiencing discrimination at school and in education stands at 19%. This figure is only marginal-

ly higher than that returned by the 2016 survey, but higher than those recorded in the 2010–14 pilot 

phase. The reason why the figures from the survey are generally higher than those from the advice 

centres is once again to be found in the fact that not everyone who is affected seeks assistance.  

No legal cases involving racial discrimination within 

schools or the education system have been record-

ed in the FCR’s collection of legal cases since 

2012.117 This is hardly remarkable given that racist 

incidents in this context tend to be dealt with by the 

class or school themselves and rarely lead to legal 

action being taken.  

Acceptance of pupils from different backgrounds is 

growing among the Swiss population. In the VeS 

survey, for example, fewer and fewer people agree 

that the presence of foreigners in the classroom has 

a negative effect on the education of Swiss children 

(2018: 28%).118 Nevertheless, a person’s (migrant) 

background remains a key factor in their educational 

and professional career, as is demonstrated by the 

following indicators.119 The transition from lower-

secondary to upper-secondary level is closely connected to future professional success. Regardless of 

whether or not they were born in Switzerland, young foreign nationals are significantly less likely to 

gain immediate entry to upper-secondary level education and more often seek recourse to bridging 

courses than their Swiss counterparts.120 As a result, fewer of them gain an upper-secondary level 

qualification: in 2017, 12% of first-generation immigrants and 6% of second-generation immigrants in 

the 18–24 age group left school early (i.e. before gaining a qualification at upper-secondary level). 

These rates are significantly higher than those for young adults in the same age group with no migrant 

                                                      

115 The trend lines have been smoothed (LOESS). Sources: FCR’s collection of legal cases (E), DoSyRa monitoring system 
(D) and VeS survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland (Z). 

116 Beratungsnetz für Rassismusopfer: Rassismusvorfälle aus der Beratungspraxis. Januar bis Dezember 2018, Bern, 2019, p. 
11. 

117 www.ekr.admin.ch > Dienstleistungen > Sammlung Rechtsfälle > Statistischer Überblick > Gesellschaftliches Umfeld (in 
DE/FR/IT)  

118 www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and Coexistence in Switzerland. 
Agreement with this statement has declined steadily since the first survey in 2010 and is almost 20% lower in 2018.  

119 For an overview of the Swiss education system (in German and French): www.bfs.admin.ch > Statistiken finden > Bildung 
und Wissenschaft > Bildungssystem  

120 www.bfs.admin.ch > Statistiken finden > Bevölkerung > Migration und Integration > Integrationsindikatoren > Alle Indikato-
ren > Übergang von der Sekundarstufe I in die Sekundarstufe II (in DE/FR) 

Übersetzung: Figure 2: Discrimination in schooling 
and education 
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background (3%).121 The Swiss Education Report 2018 provides further statistics. While young Swiss 

nationals who were born in Switzerland achieve a completion rate of 94% at upper-secondary level, 

the equivalent figure is 86% for young foreign nationals born in Switzerland and just 73% for young 

foreign nationals born abroad.122 This shows that the education policy goal adopted by the federal 

government and cantons in 2011 of ensuring that 95% of 25-year-olds have a qualification at upper-

secondary level has not yet been achieved – most especially where young people with a migrant 

background are concerned. As for the target set by the EU of reducing the share of 15-year-olds who 

are low achievers in reading, maths and science (as measured by the PISA scale) to less than 15%, 

according to the Education Report, Switzerland achieved this benchmark only for native-born young 

people both of whose parents were also born in Switzerland.123 The Transition Barometer, a survey 

commissioned by the State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation (SERI), reveals that 

young foreigners were greatly overrepresented in 2018 among students who attended a transitional 

course because they were unable to pursue their chosen education path (15% compared with 9% of 

young Swiss). The barometer also shows that young foreigners rely much more heavily on support 

from outside the family when making decisions about their education.124  

The share of students with a migrant background at Swiss higher education institutions is also low: a 

mere 10% of the student population falls into this category. The Education Report cites the high social 

barrier to gaining entry to baccalaureate schools as one explanation.125 Moreover, people with a mi-

grant background tend to be less well represented at universities of applied sciences than at universi-

ties and federal institutes of technology, and are even less in evidence at universities of teacher edu-

cation.126 The Education Report demonstrates that continuing education and training can also do little 

to reduce educational disparities: Individuals without a post-compulsory education cannot make up the 

education gap between them and people with higher qualifications over their working life, no matter 

how lengthy.127 The inequalities in the school system thus have a knock-on effect on a person’s entire 

future career.  

Measures to protect against discrimination 

The cantons have a wide range of measures in place to improve access to education and equity in 

schooling. However, their primary concern is eliminating barriers to integration rather than protecting 

against discrimination: they promote language learning among pre-school children and make better 

information available to parents who do not speak the local language by holding events and adapting 

their information material.  

On the basis of the Intercantonal Agreement on the Harmonisation of Compulsory Education (HarmoS 

Agreement)128, in recent years the German-speaking cantons have developed the Lehrplan 21 curricu-

                                                      

121 www.bfs.admin.ch > Statistiken finden > Bevölkerung > Migration und Integration > Integrationsindikatoren > Alle Indikato-
ren > Bildung > frühzeitige Schulabgänger/innen (in DE/FR) 

122 Swiss Coordination Centre for Research in Education: Swiss Education Report 2018. See: www.bildungsbericht.ch. The 
Education Report has been published once every four years since 2010. It is commissioned by the State Secretariat for Educa-
tion, Research and Innovation and the Swiss Conference of Cantonal Ministers of Education.  

123 Ibid. 2018: p. 90. 

124 www.sbfi.admin.ch > Bildung > Berufliche Grundbildung > Nahtstellenbarometer (in DE/FR/IT) 

125 Swiss Education Report 2018: pp. 193–194. 

126 Ibid.: pp. 243–244. 

127 Ibid. 2018: p. 298. 

128 www.edk.ch > Arbeiten > HarmoS (in DE/FR/IT) 

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.bildungsbericht.ch/
http://www.sbfi.admin.ch/
http://www.edk.ch/
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lum and the French-speaking cantons the Plan d'études romand (PER).129 Sustainable development 

now forms a key element of the Lehrplan 21. Education for sustainable development (ESD) is covered 

by seven cross-cutting subjects – one of which is politics, democracy and human rights. In this, stu-

dents learn about the development and significance of human rights, and are able to recognise disad-

vantage and discrimination.130 Of course, human rights and racism may be dealt with in other subjects 

too. The fact that sustainable development has become a core part of the curriculum is to be wel-

comed. However, subsuming the topics of discrimination and racism under this heading runs the risk 

of their not being explicitly addressed or given the importance they deserve.  

The Swiss Conference of Cantonal Ministers of Education (EDK) and its permanent Education and 

Migration Committee (KBM) also display a tendency not to explicitly name and confront inequality and 

discrimination. From 1998 to 2015, the EDK general secretariat and this committee organised a na-

tional convention on equity in education entitled CONVEGNO, which was held once every two 

years.131 At present it is not yet clear how the EDK intends to deal with the topics of educational ine-

qualities and protection against discrimination in the future.  

Specific activities and programmes took place during the reporting period, of which only a few exam-

ples are named here: The EDK’s information and documentation centre (IDES) put together material 

for Holocaust Remembrance Day as well as on questions related to xenophobia, tolerance, racism, 

human rights, and intercultural and interfaith dialogue, and the universities of teacher education tack-

led racism both through research and in courses aimed at teaching professionals. 

In 2010 and 2017, the Canton of Neuchâtel carried out an extensive survey of all school pupils in the 

11th grade that included questions on racial discrimination and discrimination on the grounds of other 

characteristics such as gender, sexual orientation and disability. The local schools drew up action 

plans based on the results, reflecting their own needs.  

In the canton of St Gallen, an issue of the sicher!gsund! publication was devoted to radicalisation and 

extremism. In addition to exploring racism and (racially motivated) right-wing extremism, it presented 

recommendations for prevention. An additional document listed material that can be used to learn 

about racism, human rights, religion and culture, and social media. The booklet is aimed at school 

heads, teachers, school social workers and school authorities.132  

In Vaud, the cantonal government ran a broad-based information and awareness-raising project for 

children and young people (including online content) in its schools throughout the entire legislative 

period. The ‘media literacy’ component of the sub-project on digital literacy seeks to encourage coex-

istence, in particular by developing a critical attitude towards digital media content, with a special focus 

on racist and discriminatory content. 

Raising awareness about racism at an early stage and in an age-appropriate manner is a key step in 

preventing racist tendencies in schools. In 2017 and 2018, the SCRA provided CHF 468,100 in finan-

cial support to school projects on preventing racism. The éducation21 foundation was responsible for 

reviewing, assessing, monitoring and evaluating the projects.133 The supported projects varied widely 
                                                      

129 www.lehrplan21.ch. The Plan d’études romand is structured differently to the Lehrplan 21. Discrimination is primarily tack-
led as part of general education under the umbrella heading of ‘Living together and exercising democracy’. See: www.ciip.ch > 
Plan d’études romands (in FR) 

130 https://v-ef.lehrplan.ch > Grundlagen > Bildung für Nachhaltige Entwicklung (in DE) 

131 See www.edk.ch > Arbeiten > Schulkonkordat > Schnittstellen zu anderen Politikbereichen > Bildung und Migration (in 
DE/FR). The last of the CONVEGNO conventions on equity entitled Diskriminierung und Chancengerechtigkeit im Bildungswe-
sen. Migrationshintergrund und soziale Herkunft im Fokus is particularly noteworthy. 

132 www.sichergsund.ch (in DE)  

133 The éducation21 foundation is a national competence centre that coordinates and promotes Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD) on behalf of the federal government, cantons and civil society. See: www.education21.ch 

http://www.lehrplan21.ch/
http://www.ciip.ch/
https://v-ef.lehrplan.ch/
http://www.edk.ch/
http://www.edk.ch/dyn/11658.php
http://www.edk.ch/dyn/13368.php
http://www.sichergsund.ch/
http://www.education21.ch/
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in their methods and content, and ranged from theatre, film and radio productions to the development 

of learning material, workshops, exhibitions and interventions in schools, and project weeks. The pro-

jects tackled intercultural coexistence, apartheid, respect, identity and values, migration, intercultural 

communication, dealing with prejudice, exclusion mechanisms, slavery and colonialism, and everyday 

racism and discrimination. 

Non-governmental organisations are also active in this area. The Cooperaxion foundation’s education 

project seeks to impart knowledge about Switzerland’s implication in the slave trade and colonialism 

and about the stereotypical images of non-European cultures that remain in place today. Alongside 

guided city tours, an exhibition and a city mapping venture, the project also produces material for use 

in schools.134 The Pestalozzi Children’s Foundation runs a variety of projects devoted to racism and 

discrimination. One example is ‘powerup’, in which children and young people make their own radio 

shows. School classes can spend anything from a day to a week at the radio studio in the Children’s 

Village, or the radio bus can come to their school. The children and young people attend workshops 

during which they produce their own radio shows about discrimination, children’s rights and peaceful 

coexistence.135  

The Foundation against Racism and Antisemitism (GRA) has developed an e-learning tool, which 

went live in 2016. It is designed to help school pupils and their teachers explore human rights and 

discrimination. Other organisations like the Coordination Intercommunautaire Contre l'Antisémitisme et 

la Diffamation (CICAD) and the National Coalition Building Institute (NCBI) run awareness-raising 

events and projects on racism and intercultural conflict for schools.  

Since 2013, it has been possible for young foreigners without legal residence status to be granted a 

residence permit to allow them to complete basic vocational education and training in Switzerland. To 

be eligible, they must have attended compulsory schooling in Switzerland for at least five consecutive 

years (attendance at bridging courses that do not involve paid work experience count towards the 

period of compulsory schooling) and satisfy the integration criteria set out in Art. 58a of the Federal 

Act on Foreign Nationals and Integration.136 They are also required to disclose their identity when 

submitting their application.137 According to an analysis conducted by the Federal Commission on 

Migration (FCM), these stringent requirements mean that barely any applications are being made.138 

This prompted the FCM, when the Ordinance on Admission, Period of Stay and Employment (ASEO) 

was revised in 2018, to propose fundamentally changing the wording of Art. 30a to remove the exist-

ing obstacles to access to basic education. Specifically, it called for the permits of young adults to be 

extended on successful completion of their basic education without them having to apply for recogni-

tion as a hardship case. Furthermore, it argued that the parents and siblings should also be granted a 

residence permit while the young person in question is in basic education.139 The FCM’s proposals 

were not incorporated into the definitive version of the ordinance.  

 

                                                      

134 www.cooperaxion.org > Switzerland 

135 www.pestalozzi.ch > Our mission > Child and youth radio 

136 Federal Act on Foreign Nationals and Integration (FNIA), SR 142.20. 

137 Art. 30a of the Ordinance on Admission, Period of Stay and Employment (ASEO), SR 142.201. 

138 Experts estimate that 200 to 400 young sans-papiers could start an apprenticeship each year. However, only 35 applica-
tions have been submitted to the State Secretariat for Migration (SEM) since the new provision of the ordinance came into force. 
See: www.ekm.admin.ch > Zuwanderung & Aufenthalt > Sans-Papiers > Zugang zu Berufslehre (in DE/FR/IT)  

139 FCM opinion on the revision of the FNIntO und ASEO: www.ekm.admin.ch > Aktuell > Stellungnahmen 2018 > Integration 
auf Abwegen (in DE/FR/IT) 

http://www.cooperaxion.org/
http://www.pestalozzi.ch/
http://www.ekm.admin.ch/
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6.2.3 Housing 

It is not unknown for housing to be refused and people evicted or not allowed to become subtenants 

on the basis of discriminatory criteria. Housing ads that seek, directly or indirectly, to exclude certain 

groups of people on the basis of their nationality or religion sometimes appear. Moreover, multiple 

discrimination on grounds of origin, colour, residence status or religion combined with socio-economic 

status, gender or disability, etc. further aggravates the situation.  

Exclusion mechanisms and discrimination not only violate the rights of those in question, they also 

impact both the residential environment and neighbourhood development. Segregation in urban 

neighbourhoods and the uneven distribution of socio-economic population characteristics between the 

regions and greater urban areas in Switzerland only serve to concentrate the problems in certain 

neighbourhoods. Measures to counter this trend and maintain the residential quality of urban areas 

are being implemented through urban and neighbourhood development policies. 

Facts and figures 

Figure 3 shows that the share of cases recorded by 

the advice centres in relation to the housing market 

has remained steady for years, while the survey on 

diversity and coexistence in Switzerland (VeS) re-

veals a downward trend.140 The DoSyRa database 

documented 20 cases of racial discrimination in 

relation to the housing and rental market from a total 

of 278 in 2018 and 18 cases out of 301 in 2017. 31 

cases were registered in the ‘local neighbourhood’ 

category in 2018, compared with 37 in 2017.141 

According to VeS, the proportion of people claiming 

to have experienced discrimination in relation to 

housing came to 11%. The survey also asked about 

racist attitudes in the immediate neighbourhood. In 

this case, following a sharp rise between 2012 and 

2016, the figures are currently stagnating at 18%, 

which puts them almost on a par with the level returned by the first survey in 2010 (2016 VeS survey: 

19%; 2014 gfs survey: 13%; 2012: 8%; 2010: 17%). In 2018, 12% of the population said that they felt 

uncomfortable around neighbours who speak a different language; 11% were made uneasy by their 

religion, 7% by their skin colour and 7% by their nationality.142 For its part, the FCR's collection of 

legal cases did not record any convictions in the ‘neighbourhood’ category in either 2017 or 2018.143  

A 2018 study published by the Federal Housing Office (FHO) produced empirical evidence that ethnic 

discrimination is a reality on the Swiss housing market. In a national field experiment, two fictitious 

viewing requests were sent in response to individual online ads for rental accommodation. The names 

were deliberately chosen to clearly indicate that the applicants came from Switzerland, one of its 

neighbouring countries, Turkey or Kosovo. The results show that people with a Kosovan or Turkish 

                                                      

140 The trend lines have been smoothed (LOESS). Sources: DoSyRa monitoring system (D) and VeS survey on diversity and 
coexistence in Switzerland (Z). 

141 Beratungsnetz für Rassismusopfer: Rassismusvorfälle aus der Beratungspraxis. Januar bis Dezember 2018, Bern, 2019, p. 
11. 

142 Special evaluation by the FS for the SCRA. 

143 www.ekr.admin.ch > Dienstleistungen > Sammlung Rechtsfälle > Statistischer Überblick > Gesellschaftliches Umfeld (in 
DE/FR/IT) 

Übersetzung: Figure 3: Discrimination when looking 
for housing 

 

 

http://www.ekr.admin.ch/


 

53 

 

name have much less chance of being invited to view the property. Whether or not they have acquired 

Swiss nationality or hold a permanent residence permit is immaterial. The research also identified a 

link with the vacancy rate: the higher the number of vacant rental properties, the greater the likelihood 

of receiving a positive answer – except for people with Kosovan names. A similar situation can be 

seen with regard to the rental price: the higher the rent, the higher the positive response rate. Where-

as people with Kosovan or Turkish names received far fewer invitations to view cheap accommoda-

tion, this disparity did not apply to expensive properties, where people with French-, German- or Ital-

ian-sounding names were even preferred over their Swiss counterparts. There is less probability of 

being discriminated against in urban regions and/or regions where a large proportion of foreigners live 

than in rural areas. Conversely, the invitation rates for people with Turkish or Kosovan names were 

lower in communes that take a restrictive approach to immigration. There were no material differences 

between private and commercial landlords, although the former tend to be slightly more restrictive. 

The results also revealed that the quality of the written request has a major influence on the likelihood 

of receiving a positive reply. The authors conclude that the scale of the discrimination identified here is 

roughly in line with the international average.144 

The consequences of ethnic origin impeding access to rental accommodation can also be seen in the 

FSO integration indicators: people with a migrant background are slightly more likely to be affected by 

one or more problems in relation to housing than those without (2016: 21% and 14% respectively). 

Compared with the survey two years before, the difference has risen once again by almost three per-

centage points. They are much more likely to live in a neighbourhood that is considered too noisy 

(23% for those without a migrant background as opposed to 14% for those without).145 Households 

made up of people with a migrant background pay a higher rent per square metre for housing than 

households whose members do not have a migrant background (CHF 16.70 v CHF 15.10 per square 

metre). Mixed households with members from both a migrant and a non-migrant background tend to 

pay a similar amount in rent as those from a purely migrant background (CHF 16.50 per square me-

tre).146 The figures for noise problems and rents show a general downward trend – however, there 

has been practically no change in the gap between people with and without a migrant background 

over time. A disparity can also be observed in relation to rental space: depending on the size of their 

household, people with a migrant background will have 1.2 to 1.4-times less living space on average 

than people without.147 

Measures to protect against discrimination 

The principle of freedom of contract applies on the housing market. Without a specific legal framework 

in place, the state can only propose and take action by entering into a voluntary partnership with the 

other stakeholders (landlords, tenants, real estate and property management companies). Given the 

frequently complex nature of problems in this area, it is essential that the victims of racial discrimina-

tion can seek and obtain advice. The services offered by the cantons through the CIPs therefore play 

                                                      

144 Auer, Daniel / Lacroix, Julie et al.: Ethnische Diskriminierung auf dem Schweizer Wohnungsmarkt. Federal Housing Office. 
Grenchen, 2019.  

145 www.bfs.admin.ch > Statistiken finden > Bevölkerung > Migration und Integration > Integrationsindikatoren > Alle Indikato-
ren > Wohnen > Wohnbedingungen in Bezug auf Ausstattung/Lärm (in DE/FR). The 2015 report on housing provision in Swit-
zerland (Wohnversorgung in der Schweiz) had shown that there was also a major discrepancy between Swiss and immigrants 
in households affected by poverty or living in precarious conditions: the proportion living in inadequate housing is more than 
twice as high for non-Swiss households (42.8%) than for Swiss households (17.9%). See www.bwo.admin.ch > Wohnungsmarkt 
> Studien und Publikationen «Wohnungsmarkt» > Wohnversorgung in der Schweiz (in German with English summary) 

146 www.bfs.admin.ch > Statistiken finden > Bevölkerung > Migration und Integration > Integrationsindikatoren > Alle Indikato-
ren > Wohnen > Durchschnittlicher Mietpreis pro m² (in DE/FR)  

147 www.bfs.admin.ch > Statistiken finden > Bevölkerung > Migration und Integration > Integrationsindikatoren > Alle Indikato-
ren > Wohnen > Durchschnittliche Wohnfläche pro Person (in DE/FR) 

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.bwo.admin.ch/
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
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an important role in combating discrimination, as they complement the existing public and private ad-

visory services (on tenancy law).  

People encountering discrimination on the housing market can turn to a number of different offices for 

specific support. The FHO and the Federal Social Insurance Office (FSIO) published a manual in 2018 

that offers the cantons, cities and communes guidance on access to housing for socially disadvan-

taged households. It shows what action they can take to support this group, either by providing ser-

vices on their own or in collaboration with non-governmental organisations.148 In the canton of Zurich, 

for example, Stiftung Domicil helps find suitable, affordable accommodation for families and individu-

als who would otherwise struggle to find somewhere to live because of their low income and/or origins. 

The foundation thus makes an important contribution by enabling people who are multiply disadvan-

taged to gain economic stability and become more socially integrated.149 In Zurich and Bern, a num-

ber of organisations work with voluntary mentors to assist socially disadvantaged individuals in their 

search for housing.150 The Solinetz association’s Homeasyl group in Zurich hosts workshops for mi-

grants on how to look for accommodation in the canton.151 The IG Wohnen association in the canton 

of Basel-Stadt represents the interests of those who find themselves at a disadvantage on the free 

housing market and champions projects and action to solve housing problems.152 In Vaud, the Apollo 

foundation helps people who have difficulty in finding accommodation or transitioning to a stable hous-

ing situation.153 Private organisations in other cantons also help people find housing and intervene 

when conflicts arise.  

The federal government joined forces with the cantons under the Projets urbains programme tackling 

social integration in residential areas between 2008 and 2015; this supported the communes in their 

efforts to improve the quality of life and promote social integration in neighbourhoods with special re-

quirements.154 The Federal Office for Spatial Development (ARE) and the FHO subsequently asked 

the Swiss Union of Cities to take over the running of the follow-up project entitled Netzwerk Lebendige 

Quartiere.155 The main aim here is to preserve the experience gained under the Projets urbains and 

further extend the network. The knowledge and experience that has been built up – through the Pro-

jets urbains and activities in other communes – is made available to interested cities, communes and 

institutions for discussion by means of national conferences, small-scale events and communications. 

The focus is on essential aspects of neighbourhood development such as housing, participation and 

social cohesion.156  

                                                      

148 www.bwo.admin.ch > Wohnungspolitik > Studien und Publikationen ‘Wohnungspolitik’ > Angebote der Wohnhilfe für sozial 
benachteiligte Haushalte: Eine Hilfestellung für Kantone, Städte und Gemeinden (in DE/FR/IT) 

149 See: www.domicilwohnen.ch (in DE)  

150 Under the WohnFit project run by Caritas in Zurich, volunteers help socially disadvantaged people find housing; see: 
www.caritas-zuerich.ch > aktiv werden > freiwilliges Engagement > Freiwillige zur Unterstützung bei der Wohnungssuche (in 
DE). At the Power-Point internet café in Bern, managed by the Komitee der Arbeitslosen und Armutsbetroffenen (KABBA), 
volunteer staff assist the poor and unemployed in looking for housing, see: https://internetcafe-powerpoint.ch > Wohnungssuche 
(in DE) 

151 https://solinetz-zh.ch > Projekte > Wohnungssuche (in DE) 

152 www.ig-wohnen.ch (in DE)  

153 www.fondation-apollo.ch (in FR)  

154 www.are.admin.ch > Städte & Agglomerationen > Programme und Projekte > Projets urbains (in DE/FR/IT) 

155 The Netzwerk Lebendige Quartiere emerged from the federal government’s agglomeration policy for 2016 and beyond, and 
is being implemented as part of the ‘community cohesion’ programme. See also: www.are.admin.ch > Städte und Agglomerati-
onen > Strategie und Planung > Agglomerationspolitik des Bundes 2016+ (in DE/FR/IT) 

156 https://lebendiqe-quartiere.ch (in DE/FR)  

http://www.bwo.admin.ch/
http://www.domicilwohnen.ch/
http://www.caritas-zuerich.ch/
https://internetcafe-powerpoint.ch/
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The Federal Commission on Migration (FCM) is making its own contribution to promoting social cohe-

sion and the integration of migrants in particular through the Periurban programme, which is being 

implemented in regions where very little action has been taken thus far and regions whose measures 

did not previously benefit from government support. The third and final phase of the programme got 

under way in 2016. It will provide support to rural communes in running innovative projects for 

strengthening social cohesion and participation until 2020.157 

As asylum figures fall, media headlines about objections to planned accommodation for asylum seek-

ers and the prejudices aroused have become fewer, even though resistance from the communes 

where these centres are to be located is practically inevitable. A report published by the FHO in 2017 

on the housing situation of people with an asylum background demonstrated that they tend to live in 

precarious conditions as they have half as many rooms as the Swiss, and only half as much living 

space per person. The experts consulted point out that the attitude of the local authorities plays a very 

important role: while urban authorities in particular offer support services, the report notes that there 

are also communes that deliberately create obstacles, for example by setting the maximum rent limits 

for recipients of social assistance at such a low level that they are unable to find housing at that 

price.158 On the other hand, solidarity-based initiatives which seek to place refugees with host families 

or in flat-shares have recently been established. One such is Wegeleben: set up by young people, it 

matches free rooms in shared accommodation to refugees and vice versa. To date, Wegeleben has 

been launched in the cantons of Bern, Zurich, Aargau, Basel-Stadt, Basel-Land and Fribourg.159 The 

Swiss Refugee Council (SRC) also started a pilot project in 2015 to find host families for asylum seek-

ers, temporarily admitted persons and recognised refugees. It handed the project over to four special-

ist organisations in January 2019.160 The housing office of the Caritas organisation in Bern finds ac-

commodation for recognised refugees on behalf of the cantonal authorities.161  

The National Commission for the Prevention of Torture (NCPT) took a closer look in 2017 and 2018 at 

the conditions in the federal centres where asylum seekers are housed in light of the changes that 

were due to take place when the revised Asylum Act came into force on 1 March 2019. The report 

arrived at the conclusion that the overall conditions of accommodation in these federal centres showed 

a general respect for fundamental and human rights. Nevertheless, the NCPT’s visits highlighted sev-

eral shortcomings that raise questions from a human rights viewpoint. One of the issues criticised is 

the fact that asylum seekers housed in centres in remote locations have difficulty in getting to the 

nearest town or village and accessing urban infrastructures.162 The FCR was also concerned with a 

related though not directly linked subject: restrictions to asylum seekers’ freedom of movement in the 

form of bans on access and exclusion orders. The FCR issued a series of recommendations in 2017. 

These are based on a legal opinion drawn up by the University of Zurich and aimed at the competent 

public authorities, but also apply indirectly to private stakeholders. The FCR suggests that the authori-

ties should not take any steps to restrict an individual’s freedom of movement until they have ensured 

that the proposed measures have a sound legal basis. It also recommends that exclusion orders to 

protect public safety and order should only be issued if the person in question presents “a very real 

                                                      

157 www.periurban.ch > Periurban > Programm (in DE/FR) 

158 Wohnsituation von Personen mit Asylhintergrund. Zustand und Herausforderungen in der Schweiz, 2017. 
www.bwo.admin.ch > Wie wir wohnen > Studien und Publikationen «Wie wir wohnen» > Wohnsituation von Personen mit 
Asylhintergrund. Zustand und Herausforderungen in der Schweiz (in DE) 

159 www.wegeleben.ch (in DE)  

160 www.fluechtlingshilfe.ch/sfh-gastfamilien.html (in DE/FR))  

161 www.caritas-bern.ch > was wir tun > Fachstelle Wohnen (in DE) 

162 www.humanrights.ch > Fokus Schweiz > Menschenrechte im Landesinnern > Asylpolitik/Asylrecht > Umsetzung Asylgesetz 
> Die Asylunterkünfte des Bundes im Fokus der Menschenrechte (in DE/FR) 

http://www.periurban.ch/
http://www.bwo.admin.ch/
http://www.wegeleben.ch/
http://www.fluechtlingshilfe.ch/sfh-gastfamilien.html
http://www.caritas-bern.ch/
http://www.humanrights.ch/
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disturbance or threat of a certain magnitude”. It does not consider subjective feelings of insecurity and 

vague fears to be sufficient grounds for restricting the freedom of movement of asylum seekers.163 

The specific question of housing for those who lead an itinerant way of life is dealt with in chapter 

6.3.5.  

6.2.4 Health  

Art. 41 para. 1 let. b of the Federal Constitution states that the Confederation and the cantons must 

endeavour to ensure that every resident has access to the health care they require. The right to assis-

tance when in need (Art. 12 Cst) includes, among other things, the right to equitable and discrimina-

tion-free access to primary medical care. Everyone residing in Switzerland must have basic health 

insurance, and that includes asylum seekers, temporarily admitted foreigners and individuals without a 

residence permit. Nevertheless, not everyone has the same level of access to healthcare services, in 

part due to direct or – more frequently – indirect racial discrimination. 

 

Facts and figures 

As Figure 4 illustrates, the data on discrimination 

in the healthcare system provided by the advice 

centres and via the survey on diversity and coex-

istence in Switzerland (VeS) does not show any 

discernible trend.164 While the number of people 

seeking advice fluctuates over time, the VeS sur-

vey indicates a decline in the number of cases of 

experienced discrimination.165 The DoSyRa da-

tabase recorded 5 healthcare-related advisory 

cases from a total of 278 in 2018, compared with 

2 cases out of 301 the year before.166 In percent-

age terms, both sources are at a similarly low 

level in 2018. 

The FSO indicators show that, when combined 

with a low level of education, difficult work or liv-

ing conditions or a lack of proficiency in the local 

language, migration either has a negative effect on a person’s health or can make it much more diffi-

cult for them to access healthcare.167 Between 2014 and 2016, the total number of people who pre-

ferred not to go to the doctor for financial reasons fell slightly and the gap between the population with 

and without a migrant background also became slightly smaller. The difference is more noticeable in 

relation to dental examinations, although here too the gap is less significant than in the previous sur-

                                                      

163 Bewegungsfreiheit von Asylsuchenden: Keine Einschränkung ohne Einhaltung des Gesetzes und der Grundrechte, see: 
www.ekr.admin.ch > Aktuell > Medienmitteilungen > 2017 (27.2.2017; in DE/FR/IT) 

164 The trend lines have been smoothed (LOESS). Sources: DoSyRa monitoring system (D) and VeS survey on diversity and 
coexistence in Switzerland (Z). 

165 www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and Coexistence in Switzerland 

166 Beratungsnetz für Rassismusopfer: Rassismusvorfälle aus der Beratungspraxis. Januar bis Dezember 2018, Bern, 2019, p. 
11. 

167 www.bfs.admin.ch > Statistiken finden > Bevölkerung > Migration und Integration > Integrationsindikatoren > Alle Indikator-
en > Gesundheit (in DE/FR) For more on the correlation between social status (e.g. as measured by level of education) and 
state of health see also ‘Health – Pocket Statistics 2018’ at www.bfs.admin.ch > Find statistics > Catalogues and Databases > 
Publications 

Übersetzung: Figure 4: Discrimination in the 
healthcare system 
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vey. First-generation immigrants (6%) and second-generation or higher (4%) chose not to go to the 

dentist for financial reasons much more often than people without a migrant background (2%).168 The 

differences are greatest amongst the male population – men with a migrant background are more than 

six times less likely to seek medical care than men with no migrant background. That figure is three 

times as high when it comes to dental treatment.169 

The City of Zurich’s 2017 report on racism examined racial discrimination in the healthcare system by 

looking at a number of institutions that make up the Department of Health and the Environment 

(GUD). Despite indications confirming that racial discrimination does exist in interactions between 

healthcare workers and patients, the professionals questioned by the GUD consider racism to be rare 

and something that only occurs in individual cases. This view is based on the belief that intercultural-

ism and diversity have been established as a matter of course in the healthcare system for decades 

now. The report comes to the conclusion that emphasising diversity can detract from the perception of 

racism and thus strengthen institutions in their belief that they are not confronted with this particular 

phenomenon. It identifies awareness and knowledge of racism as the decisive factors in determining 

whether and how racial discrimination is noticed in the day-to-day working environment.170 

Measures to protect against discrimination 

From 2002 to 2017, the National Programme on Migration and Health run by the Federal Office of 

Public Health (FOPH) contributed to equal opportunities and integration in a healthcare setting for 

migrants living in Switzerland. Now that the programme has come to an end, its key measures are 

being mainstreamed through integration into the FOPH’s activities and the respective national strate-

gies. The National Programme on Migration and Health’s most important action in terms of health 

literacy and information is being continued. In particular, health professionals are to receive training 

that will make them better equipped to interact with migrants, and the use of community interpreting is 

to be stepped up within the healthcare sector.171 However, the focus is generally and increasingly 

being placed on delivering health opportunities to every socially disadvantaged group. Consequently, 

equality of opportunity is one of the four priority areas of the Health2020 strategy, which the federal 

government has been implementing since 2013.172 

As part of the national programme, the FOPH and the SCRA launched a research project in autumn 

2015 on how to improve perinatal care for female migrants who do not speak the local language (‘Bar-

rier-free communication in maternity care of allophone migrants’; BRIDGE). The resulting recommen-

dations were set out in the 2017 project report: alongside general proposals on language learning and 

the need to provide this specific target group with information, support for healthcare professionals 

and the coordination of care, the authors recommend setting up specialised services and competence 

centres for vulnerable women and families and those who do not speak the local language. They also 

advise regulating intercultural interpreters in this context, guaranteeing their availability, and optimising 

the existing interpreting services, whether provided on site or by phone. In addition, specialist and 

                                                      

168 www.bfs.admin.ch > Statistiken finden > Bevölkerung > Migration und Integration > Integrationsindikatoren > Alle Indikato-
ren > Gesundheit > Zugang zu medizinischen Leistungen (in DE/FR) 

169 www.bag.admin.ch > Figures & statistics > Health equity: facts & figures  

170 City of Zurich: Rassismusbericht 2017. Dritter Bericht der interdepartementalen Arbeitsgruppe. Institutionelle Verantwortung 
im Fokus. Zurich, 2017. At: www.stadt-zuerich.ch/prd > Stadtentwicklung > Integrationsförderung > Integrationsthemen A-Z > 
Diskriminierungsbekämpfung (in DE). The report also takes a detailed look at the following aspects: reconciling multiple disad-
vantage and specialisation; equal treatment and discrimination; non-national languages and communication (when communi-
cating with patients and as a factor impeding professional development).  

171 www.bag.admin.ch > Strategie & Politik > Nationale Gesundheitsstrategien > Gesundheitliche Chancengleichheit > Pro-
gramm Migration und Gesundheit 2002-2017 (in DE/FR). 

172 www.bag.admin.ch > Strategie & Politik > Nationale Gesundheitsstrategien > Gesundheitliche Chancengleichheit > Aktivitä-
ten zur Förderung der Chancengleichheit (in DE/FR) and www.bag.admin.ch > Strategy and Policy > Health2020 

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.bag.admin.ch/
http://www.stadt-zuerich.ch/prd
http://www.bag.admin.ch/
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http://www.bag.admin.ch/
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professional associations are called upon to review obstetric standards for any potential overuse of 

medical services (e.g. inducing labour, epidural anaesthesia, episiotomies, C-sections) Healthcare 

professionals should take differing expectations regarding treatment into consideration, inform women 

of their right to choose what form of care they receive and enable them to actually make those choic-

es.173 

With support from the FOPH, the Swiss Hospitals for Equity network, which emerged in 2014 from the 

Migrant Friendly Hospitals project, champions equal and quality healthcare for all. The network seeks 

to improve the quality of care for disadvantaged population groups and to remove barriers to access: it 

does so by improving the transcultural skills of staff, empowering patients and making better use of 

interpreting services, among other activities. The network currently has nine members – primarily uni-

versity hospitals – and covers all three linguistic regions of Switzerland; no private hospitals are in-

volved. The network is seeking to expand and looking for new member hospitals.174 

Since 2014, the efforts of government agencies at every level to create the right conditions for proper 

physical, emotional and social development in early childhood – for all children, regardless of their 

background – have been strengthened by the integration dialogue entitled ‘Growing up – a healthy 

start in life’, held under the auspices of the Tripartite Conference (TK). At the 3rd National Integration 

Conference on 19 June 2017, the TK adopted recommendations on the integration of foreigners, 

based on the conclusions of the dialogue on integration it had first launched in 2012: there is a particu-

lar need for families with young children seeking asylum to be guaranteed access to good healthcare 

and early learning services at both the federal and cantonal level. The TK will continue the ‘Growing 

up’ dialogue in a scaled-down form by initiating an exchange of information on the current status of 

early childhood development policy – albeit without a special focus on migration – in close collabora-

tion with the Conference of Cantonal Directors of Social Services (CDSS) every two years.175 A whole 

series of healthcare- and early learning-related projects have already been realised under the pro-

gramme. For example, the Femmes Tische project, which is based on the concept of roundtable meet-

ings and provides a platform for women to discuss health, education and prevention issues, has been 

developed further and expanded.176 Over the next few years, this particular project will become more 

closely involved with the asylum system and step up the exchange of information and ideas with inte-

gration officers, the advisory services for mothers and fathers, and paediatricians and gynaecologists. 

The aim is to achieve a better outreach among refugees and asylum-seekers.177  

Some cantonal measures were implemented as part of these nationwide projects while others were 

realised separately. The focus throughout is mainly on handling diversity – including improving the 

local language skills of foreign healthcare workers and providing additional training to key personnel 

and support workers. All cantons have taken steps to educate migrants on the peculiarities of the 

Swiss healthcare system and how it works, and provide them with information on health-related topics. 

Healthcare projects increasingly pursue an outreach approach. These low-threshold, milieu-centred 

services involve facilitators seeking out and approaching the target groups in the places they common-

ly frequent. As previously mentioned, the City of Zurich’s report on racism came to the conclusion that 

emphasising diversity does not necessarily improve the recognition of racism and how it is dealt with 

in a healthcare setting.  

                                                      

173 www.bag.admin.ch > Strategie & Politik > Nationale Gesundheitsstrategien > Gesundheitliche Chancengleichheit > Chan-
cengleichheit in der Gesundheitsversorgung > Mutter-Kind-Gesundheit in der Migrationsbevölkerung (in DE/FR) 

174 www.hospitals4equity.ch and www.bag.admin.ch > Strategie und Politik > Nationale Gesundheitsstrategien > Gesundheitli-
che Chancengleichheit > Chancengleichheit in der Gesundheitsversorgung > Swiss Hospitals for Equity (in DE/FR) 

175 www.dialog-integration.ch > Aufwachsen (in DE/FR/IT)  

176 www.femmes-tische.ch (in DE/FR)  

177 www.dialog-integration.ch > Aufwachsen > Dialog-Projekte (in DE/FR/IT) 

http://www.bag.admin.ch/
http://www.hospitals4equity.ch/
http://www.bag.admin.ch/
http://www.dialog-integration.ch/
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The Swiss Red Cross (SRC) has been involved in a variety of programmes and projects that combat 

racism and discrimination in the healthcare sector for several years now – these take the form of 

awareness-raising and education workshops or e-learning tools, for example.178 In addition, the 

SRC’s migesplus.ch portal provides health information in many different languages, thus helping to 

ensure equitable access to health-related information in Switzerland.179  

Equitable access to health promotion services is another issue increasingly being discussed in the 

context of age and migration. The Nationale Forum Alter und Migration has been working for some 

time with the key actors in the relevant areas to promote the health and integration of older migrants 

and improve their access to the healthcare they need.180  

6.2.5 Social welfare 

The Federal Constitution guarantees every person in need the right to the financial means and assis-

tance required for a decent standard of living (Art. 12 Cst). It also sets out social objectives which in-

clude ensuring that everyone has access to social security (Art. 41 para.1 let. a Cst). Switzerland’s 

social security system comprises social insurance, social assistance and emergency aid.  

Social insurance falls within the remit of the federal government, which determines the conditions gov-

erning eligibility and entitlement in the laws on which the various forms of insurance are based. Given 

good reason, it may, for example, prescribe that Swiss insured can be treated differently to foreign 

insured without this amounting to unlawful discrimination.  

Social assistance and emergency aid are governed at the cantonal, and sometimes communal, level 

and take the form of means-tested benefits for all persons residing in Switzerland who find themselves 

in need. They must be made available to everyone in need regardless of their nationality or residence 

status, and each case must be treated on an individual basis, taking due account of the particular situ-

ation and needs of those in a vulnerable position. 

Facts and figures 

There is very little specific data on racial discrimination in 

relation to social insurance and social assistance. The 

existing sources can prove that differences in treatment 

and unfair treatment are attributable to nationality or resi-

dence status, but cannot show that discrimination has 

taken place on the basis of characteristics such as colour 

or religion. Figure 5 thus demonstrates that discrimination 

in this area is barely visible, and neither the data from the 

advice centres or from the survey on diversity and coex-

istence in Switzerland (VeS) permits an actual trend to be 

identified.181 The DoSyRa database recorded a total of 9 

cases (from 278) in the relevant categories in 2018: (so-

cial services: 5; social insurance: 2; homes/assisted living: 

2). In 2017, 21 of a total of 301 cases related to this area 

                                                      

178 www.redcross.ch > Für Sie da > Gesundheit / Integration > Gegen Rassismus und Diskriminierung (in DE/FR) 

179 www.migesplus.ch (in DE/FR/IT)  

180 www.alter-migration.ch (in DE/FR)  

181 The trend lines have been smoothed (LOESS). Sources: DoSyRa monitoring system (D) and VeS survey on diversity and 
coexistence in Switzerland (Z). 

Übersetzung: Figure 5: Discrimination in 
the social sector 
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(social services: 14; social insurance: 1; homes/assisted living: 6).182 The FCR’s collection of legal 

cases does not make specific reference to social welfare – however, two judgments under the heading 

‘Authorities/Offices/Army’ in 2018 concerned social assistance.183  

In the VeS survey, the statement that “foreigners take advantage of the social benefits system in Swit-

zerland” meets with a high level of agreement (47%; 2016: 53%). This figure is high when compared 

with those for the other negative statements and can very likely be seen as a reaction to the political 

and media attention given to cases of abuse. At the same time, 64% of the population agreed with the 

statement that “foreigners are necessary for the economy to function properly and to fund the social 

security system”.184  

The findings regarding the material situation of various sections of the Swiss population have re-

mained unchanged since the last reporting period. According to the FSO integration indicators, the 

rate of material deprivation in 2016 was almost three times higher among people with a migrant back-

ground as among those without (9% v 3%). Furthermore, not only has the rate of deprivation for peo-

ple with a migrant background been rising for years, but so also has the difference between them and 

those without a migrant background.185 The likelihood of finding themselves at risk of poverty is also 

much higher among the population with a migrant background (18%) than those without (11%).186 The 

difference in the actual poverty rate, on the other hand, is lower – standing at 9% for people with a 

migrant background and 7% for people without a migrant background.187 Although both rates tend to 

fluctuate, a significant difference between the two population groups can consistently be observed.  

In 2016, almost three times as many foreigners were claiming social assistance than Swiss people 

(6% v 2%).188 Alongside the high proportion of foreign workers in cyclical and low-wage sectors, and 

the low level of education attained by part of the foreign population, the report published by the 

Städteinitiative Sozialpolitik organisation comparing the 2017 key figures on social assistance in Swiss 

towns and cities also explicitly mentions the non-recognition of qualifications as a factor associated 

with a higher dependency on social assistance.189 The report goes on to state that, unlike the Swiss, 

the social assistance rate among foreigners is generally lower for men than for women.190 The report 

also considers how the situation of young people drawing social assistance changes over time. To this 

end, it observed every 17-year-old whose parents were receiving social assistance in 2010 in the 14 

towns and cities included in the study. After seven years, only 8% of these young people were still 

drawing long-term social assistance. Many of them had managed to improve their social situation ei-

ther temporarily or permanently: 75% of the ‘at-risk’ group were no longer dependent on social assis-

                                                      

182 Beratungsnetz für Rassismusopfer: Rassismusvorfälle aus der Beratungspraxis. Januar bis Dezember 2018, Bern, 2019, p. 
11. 

183 www.ekr.admin.ch > Dienstleistungen > Sammlung Rechtsfälle > Statistischer Überblick > Gesellschaftliches Umfeld (in 
DE/FR/IT) 

184 www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and coexistence in Switzerland 

 185 www.bfs.admin.ch > Statistiken finden > Bevölkerung > Migration und Integration > Integrationsindikatoren > Alle Indikato-
ren > Sozialhilfe und Armut > Materielle Entbehrung (in DE/FR) The latest data was gathered in 2016. 

186 www.bfs.admin.ch > Statistiken finden > Bevölkerung > Migration und Integration > Integrationsindikatoren > Alle Indikato-
ren > Sozialhilfe und Armut > Armutsgefährdungsquote (in DE/FR) 

187 www.bfs.admin.ch > Statistiken finden > Bevölkerung > Migration und Integration > Integrationsindikatoren > Alle Indikato-
ren > Sozialhilfe und Armut > Armutsquote (in DE/FR) 

188 The general social assistance rate was 3.3% in 2017; see: www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Social security > Social 
assistance > Recipients of social assistance > Monetary social assistance.  

189 Beyeler; Michelle/Salzgeber, Renate et al.: Kennzahlenvergleich zur Sozialhilfe in Schweizer Städten. Berichtsjahr 2017, 14 
Städte im Vergleich. Städteinitiative Sozialpolitik (Ed.), Bern University of Applied Sciences, Department of Social Work, Bern, 
2017: p. 7. www.staedteinitiative.ch > Kennzahlen Sozialhilfe > Kennzahlenbericht aktuell  

190 Ibid. 2017: p. 35. 
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tance by the time they turned 23. Young foreigners demonstrate a particularly positive trajectory: alt-

hough they are more likely than young Swiss to encounter critical events that delay completion of their 

education, they are also better on average at subsequently improving their situation.191 

Drawing social assistance has specific consequences for foreigners wishing to acquire Swiss citizen-

ship. The totally revised Swiss Citizenship Act names “participating in economic life or acquiring an 

education” as one of the criteria for integration.192 The associated Ordinance on Swiss Citizenship 

(SCO), which came into effect on 1 January 2018, specifically states that individuals who draw social 

assistance in the three years immediately preceding their application or during the naturalisation pro-

cess do not satisfy the requirement of participating in economic life or acquiring an education, unless 

the amount drawn is repaid in full.193 This provision of the SCO constitutes a minimum requirement, 

and the cantons are free to adopt more restrictive provisions. This is the case in Basel-Landschaft, 

Nidwalden, Thurgau, Schwyz and Uri, all of which apply a five-year period to the drawing of social 

assistance, and in Bern and Graubünden, which already had a 10-year rule. However, the Federal 

Council’s explanatory report makes it clear that claiming social assistance must not be seen as an 

absolute barrier to naturalisation and that the competent authorities must have proper regard to the 

prohibition of discrimination (Art. 8 para. 2 Cst) and the principle of proportionality (Art. 5 para. 2 Cst) 

when assessing applications. Above all, the personal circumstances in each individual case, such as 

disability, illness, the necessity of caring for family members or first-time attempts to acquire a formal 

education, must be taken into consideration.194 The inclusion of this new rule in the ordinance was 

criticised heavily by human rights organisations and the Swiss Association of Welfare Organisations 

(SKOS) in terms of equality before the law and the ban on discrimination. No analyses have yet been 

conducted on how the new rule is being implemented.  

A study conducted by the Lucerne School of Social Work has shown that the pressure to investigate 

social assistance claimants is particularly high if those claimants have a migrant background. 80% of 

the investigations conducted by the authorities in question involved people with a migrant background. 

They are not generally subject to greater suspicion on the part of those who work in the social welfare 

system, but they are more likely to be denounced by their fellow citizens. Furthermore, the study’s 

author Susanna Niehaus believes that the public sphere is particularly sensitive about cases of abuse 

by migrants, stating: “That’s why the fear of overlooking something when assessing these social assis-

tance claimants is especially great, and those responsible prefer to play it safe.”195  

Individuals with a precarious social status are hit particularly hard by racial discrimination. It is not so 

easy for them to move house, change job or risk becoming involved in a court case. At the same time, 

distrust of foreign social assistance recipients has increased. However, like multiple discrimination in 

general, the interaction between socio-economic status and racial discrimination in Switzerland has 

not been sufficiently researched. 

Measures to protect against discrimination 

Following the conclusion of the national programme to prevent and eradicate poverty that ran during 

the 2014–18 period, the federal government, cantons, cities and communes joined forces with non-

governmental organisations in 2019 to implement the ‘National Platform against Poverty’. The federal 

                                                      

191 Ibid. 2017: pp. 59–60. 

192 Art. 12 para. 1 let. d, Federal Act on Swiss Citizenship (SCA, SR 141.0). 

193 Art. 7 para. 3, Ordinance on Swiss Citizenship (SCO, SR 141.01). See also chap. 6.2.10. 

194 FDJP. Erläuternder Bericht. Entwurf zur Verordnung zum Bürgerrechtsgesetz. April 2016, pp. 19–20 (in DE/FR/IT). 

195 Soziale Arbeit: Wenn Misstrauen zur Routine wird. Interview with Susanne Niehaus (20 June 2016). www.hslu.ch > Über 
uns > Medienstelle > Das Magazin > weitere Artikel (in DE) 
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government provides a total of CHF 250,000 in funding to the platform and its activities each year. The 

platform tackles selected priority topics and builds on the existing opportunities for exchanging views 

and ideas and networking. In addition, it supports the cantons, cities and communes in their efforts to 

put the recommendations that emerged from the national programme into practice. The platform fo-

cuses on three areas of action: equal opportunities and educational opportunities for socially disad-

vantaged children, young people and adults; social and professional integration, and the living condi-

tions of disadvantaged families.196 When it comes to implementing the various areas of action, the 

focus lies on the risk of poverty. Discrimination is not specifically named in the implementation concept 

as a factor that can contribute to the risk of poverty.  

In the case of the social insurance schemes that fall within the competence of the federal authorities, 

any rightful claimants who feel they have been discriminated against must first file their grievances in 

the form of an administrative complaint before taking any legal action. In the case of social assistance 

and emergency aid, only the courts have jurisdiction to verify compliance with the legal norms; neither 

the Federal Council nor the Federal Administration has the right to supervise the cantons in this re-

spect.  

Social sector institutions play an important role when it comes to use of the counselling service availa-

ble to the victims of racial discrimination. Advice centres in this area can only do their work properly if 

the upstream services are also aware of the problems surrounding racial discrimination and able to 

refer people to the specialist services. The brochure on racial discrimination produced in 2016 by the 

AvenirSocial professional association in partnership with the SCRA provides specific, practical guid-

ance for use in everyday social work that helps achieve that aim.197 Several stakeholders arranged 

awareness-raising workshops in parallel with this. In addition, since 2016, the Formular:CH theatre 

project has served as a vehicle for tackling real-life discrimination in the social services, increasingly 

combining these with interactive awareness-raising sequences (Theater und Labor).198 

Efforts to embed protection against discrimination within the CIPs also touched on social security and 

social assistance. Most of the cantons have attempted to raise awareness of the fight against discrim-

ination among social advice services and experts.  

Ensuring access to information on support benefits and making such information easy to understand 

must be seen as a measure to protect against the indirect discrimination of people who do not speak a 

national language or who are not too familiar with the social system and how it works. Therefore, vari-

ous agencies are already working on simplifying this information. To achieve this, the authorities are 

partly adopting the Simple Language rules that apply in Switzerland and partly using plain language 

that includes pictograms and other aids. The City of Zurich’s Integration Office has drawn up a short 

handout for those working in this area.199 Pro Infirmis has set up its own Simple Language Office 

which translates texts in French, German and Italian into a more basic form of the language.200  

6.2.6 Sports and clubs/associations 

Participation in the social life of a commune through membership of a club or association requires a 

minimum of social integration while also helping the individual in question to build a network of new 

relationships. In other words, membership of a club is an important social resource that plays a major 

                                                      

196 www.gegenarmut.ch (in DE/FR/IT)  

197 The brochure can be ordered on the SCRA website: www.frb.admin.ch > Bestellungen und Publikationen (in DE/FR/IT) 

198 Further information is available at: www.dasventil.ch > Projekte > Theater & Labor (in DE/FR) 

199 www.stadt-zuerich.ch/prd > Stadtentwicklung > Integrationsförderung > Publikationen > Ausgewählte Publikationen > 2016 
> Zusatzprodukte zum Leitfaden Übersetzungen (in DE)  

200 www.buero-leichte-sprache.ch (in DE)  
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role in social cohesion. And the fact that sporting activity is good for the health and wellbeing of the 

person concerned takes on a special importance given the increased health risks faced by migrants. 

However, in reality, people with a migrant background are not well represented in clubs and associa-

tions. Racism and discrimination can hinder access to social or sporting activities – whether because 

the individuals in question are consciously or unintentionally marginalised due to their nationality, reli-

gion, social status or colour, or whether because the club or association does too little to encourage 

an opening-up to other cultures.  

Facts and figures 

Figure 6 shows that the advice centres deal with a 

low number of cases in relation to sporting activi-

ties and clubs/associations, and that this figure 

has remained constant.201 However, as was al-

ready the case in 2016, sports and 

clubs/associations were mentioned much more 

often in the 2018 survey on diversity and coexist-

ence in Switzerland (VeS) than in the advice cen-

tre data.202 The DoSyRa database reported 10 

cases of discrimination in relation to sport (from a 

total of 278) in 2018 and 2 cases (from a total of 

301) in 2017. In the clubs/associations category, 1 

case was recorded in 2018 and none in 2017.203 

The FCR’s collection of legal cases last recorded 

a conviction specifically related to sporting activi-

ties in 2006204; when it comes to 

clubs/associations/organisations, there was 1 

guilty verdict in 2018.205 

According to the FSO, 42% of the country’s adult population were active members of at least one club 

or organisation in 2016. Individuals without a migrant background are much more likely to be actively 

involved in a club, association or group than their counterparts with a migrant background – both as 

active and passive members. However, the share of active and passive members rises significantly 

the higher the level of education attained. 206 The Federal Office of Sport (FOSPO) also comes to the 

conclusion in one of its reports that a person’s social status, professional situation, personal situation 

and origin all influence the extent to which they become involved in sports. However, it also emerges 

                                                      

201 The trend lines have been smoothed (LOESS). Sources: DoSyRa monitoring system (D) and VeS survey on diversity and 
coexistence in Switzerland (Z). 

202 www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and Coexistence in Switzerland. 
However, the VeS survey also includes leisure time.  

203 Beratungsnetz für Rassismusopfer: Rassismusvorfälle aus der Beratungspraxis. Januar bis Dezember 2018, Bern, 2019, p. 
11. 

204 The FCR's collection of legal cases groups sport and leisure together as one category. The majority of convictions in recent 
years have been in relation to incidents in public places that happened during the leisure time of those involved. 

205 www.ekr.admin.ch > Dienstleistungen > Sammlung Rechtsfälle > Statistischer Überblick > Gesellschaftliches Umfeld (in 
DE/FR/IT) 

206 In 2016, 42.3% of the country’s resident population were actively involved in associations, societies, clubs, political parties 
and other groups, while a further 25.8% were passive members of a group or association. Those who do not come from a mi-
grant background engage in social or sporting activities much more frequently than those who do, whether as active members 
(50.5% and 28.5% respectively) or passive members (34.8% and 15.15% respectively). See also: www.bfs.admin.ch > Statisti-
ken finden > Bevölkerung > Migration und Integration > Integrationsindikatoren > Alle Indikatoren > Kultur, Religion und Medien 
> Mitgliedschaft in einem Verein oder einer Gruppe (in DE/FR)  

Übersetzung: Figure 6: Discrimination in sports 
and clubs/associations 

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.ekr.admin.ch/
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
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that the longer immigrants stay in Switzerland, the more similar their sporting habits become to those 

of the Swiss population.207 Although around three quarters of Swiss sports clubs have members with 

a migrant background – with this category especially well-represented in football, basketball and kara-

te clubs – migrants are still less frequently active in such clubs than the population without a migrant 

background.208 The female migrant population in particular is clearly under-represented in sports 

clubs.209  

Measures to protect against discrimination 

The Varietà centre of excellence in interculturalism, run by the Swiss National Youth Council (SNYC), 

is the only body specialising in the ‘intercultural opening’ of clubs and associations. Its main aim is to 

empower youth organisations to tackle the process of opening up to different cultures.210 

The FOSPO employs a number of different measures to promote transcultural openness among 

sports clubs and a constructive approach to cultural diversity within those clubs.211 One of its main 

concerns in the area of Youth+Sports (Y+S) is to raise awareness among Y+S officers and ensure 

they are properly trained in dealing with cultural diversity and violence in the sporting context. It does 

so by offering training modules on cultural diversity in sport and how to prevent violence, for example. 

In both modules, Y+S trainers learn how to encourage cultural diversity in day-to-day sports training 

and how to adopt a constructive approach to it. They also learn how to exercise responsibility and 

recognise their limitations in preventing violence. The FOSPO additionally supports selected projects 

run by sports associations to improve the integration of people with a migrant background.212 Caritas 

Switzerland runs its ‘Teamspirit’ anti-racism project in several cantons. This receives financial support 

from the SCRA and is intended to raise awareness and train teams in preventing violence, conflict 

resolution methods and fairness.213 

The majority of cantons and many cities and communes support civil society initiatives aimed at in-

cluding the foreign resident population and encouraging the participation of the entire population. The 

anti-racism action weeks held each March deserve a special mention in this context. When designing 

the programmes and specific activities, most of the cities and cantons work side by side with civil soci-

ety organisations. In this way, they can lend impetus for these bodies to actively tackle racism and 

discrimination.214 During the anti-racism action week in the canton of Neuchâtel, activities and events 

took place specifically drawing attention to racism in sport. The 2018 action week was also symbolical-

ly launched in the local Stade de La Maladière stadium under the slogan ‘Putting racism offside’.215  

                                                      

207 Federal Office of Sport (FOSPO). Sport Schweiz 2014 – Sportaktivität und Sportinteresse der Schweizer Bevölkerung, Bern 
2014, p. 28 (in DE/FR/IT). 

208 Federal Office of Sport (FOSPO). Sportvereine in der Schweiz. Entwicklungen, Herausforderungen und Perspektiven, 
Magglingen 2017, p. 18. 

209 Ibid. 2017, p. 4. 

210 www.sajv.ch > Dienstleistungen > varieta (in DE/FR) 

211 A variety of material (guidelines, set of cards, etc.) is available to download at www.baspo.admin.ch > Sportförderung > 
Fairer und sicherer Sport > Sport und Integration > Kulturelle Vielfalt im Sport (in DE/FR/IT) 

212 www.baspo.ch > Sportförderung > Fairer und sicherer Sport > Sport und Integration > Kulturelle Vielfalt im Sport (in 
DE/FR/IT) 

213 www.caritas.ch > Was wir tun > Asyl und Migration > Teamspirit – Fairplay im Fussball (in DE/FR) 

214 An overview is available on the website of the Federal Commission against Racism: www.ekr.admin.ch > Aktuell > Veran-
staltungen > Aktionswoche gegen Rassismus (in DE/FR/IT) 

215 Maye, Céline: Rassismus im Abseits: Resonanz der 23. Neuenburger Aktionswoche gegen Rassismus. In: TANGRAM 41, 
June 2018, pp. 105–107. 

http://www.sajv.ch/
http://www.baspo.admin.ch/
http://www.baspo.ch/
http://www.caritas.ch/
http://www.ekr.admin.ch/
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A large number of associations take a pragmatic approach to fighting social exclusion. Particularly 

notable initiatives have been launched in the world of football: as the national coordination body for the 

Football Against Racism in Europe (Fare) network, the FARE Netzwerk Schweiz takes an active stand 

against racism and other forms of discrimination in football, to which end it acts as prevention partner 

of the Swiss Football League (SFL) and Swiss Football Association (SFA). For several years, Switzer-

land has taken part in the Fare network’s Football People Action Weeks which are held across the 

continent each autumn, staging activities that challenge violence and discrimination.216 In the June 

2018 issue of TANGRAM magazine, which is dedicated to sport and racism, sport historian Patrick 

Clastres criticises the fact that the measures taken by football associations to combat racism are 

mostly motivated by marketing interests and that they have not permeated far enough down at the 

amateur level. According to Clastres, racism is even more prevalent among amateurs than profes-

sionals, although only a very few professional clubs have examined their consciences in this respect. 

He states that sport is “one of the last islands where racism is freely expressed – all too often without 

being punished”. Clastres goes on to point out the danger in the increasing nationalisation of sport, 

which is becoming especially prevalent in international competitions and serves as a breeding ground 

for racism.217 With regard to football, in his TANGRAM article sport sociologist Jérôme Berthoud high-

lights another facet of racist exclusion that has hitherto received little attention, namely the difficulty 

faced by players of African origin in becoming coaches – despite the large number of African players, 

not one has ever been appointed manager of a club in the Swiss Super League.218 

6.2.7 Leisure time and going out 

Public recreational and cultural institutions are obliged by law to grant access without discrimination. 

Even though access is rarely denied for obviously racist reasons, institutions of this kind nevertheless 

face the challenge of making it possible for a diverse mix of people to enjoy their facilities.  

When it comes to nightlife, reports of people 

being refused admittance to bars and clubs for 

discriminatory motives are made regularly. 

However, incidents of this kind very rarely cul-

minate in legal action. Some venues take pre-

ventive measures, and the situation is occa-

sionally resolved in a direct exchange of views 

between victims and venue managers. 

Facts and figures 

Figure 7 shows that the trend in discrimination 

encountered during leisure activities or when 

going out continues to fall.219 A steady decline 

can be seen in both the number of cases regis-

tered by the advice centres and the number of 

people in the survey on diversity and coexist-

ence in Switzerland (VeS) claiming to have 
                                                      

216 www.farenet.ch (in DE/FR/IT)  

217 “Le sport est devenu le dernier bastion qui permet au racisme de s’exprimer publiquement et trop souvent impunément”, 
Interview with Patrick Clastres, Associate Professor at the Institute of Sports Studies of the Faculty of Social and Political Sci-
ences at Lausanne University. In: TANGRAM 41, June 2018, pp. 39–41.  

218 Berthoud, Jérôme : Le difficile accès au métier d’entraîneur de football pour les joueurs africains. Une forme de racisme 
institutionnel? In: TANGRAM 41, June 2018, pp. 70–72. 

219 The trend lines have been smoothed (LOESS). Sources: DoSyRa monitoring system (D) and VeS survey on diversity and 
coexistence in Switzerland (Z). 

Übersetzung: Figure 7: Discrimination during leisure 
activities or on a night out 
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experienced discrimination. The DoSyRa database recorded 7 cases in this area in 2018 (from a total 

of 278). In 2017, 13 (of a total of 301) cases related to leisure time/going out.220 Three convictions 

were recorded in the FCR's collection of legal cases in 2018 and one in 2017.221  

According to the 2018 VeS survey, 7% of those claiming to have experienced discrimination felt they 

had been discriminated against when trying to enter restaurants, clubs or discos (2016: 8%).222  

In its report documenting the results of a 2014 survey on cultural and leisure activities, the Federal 

Statistical Office states that the majority of visitors to concerts, museums, libraries and – most notably 

– spoken theatre are Swiss. However, a person’s level of education and age are much more signifi-

cant than their national origin when it comes to cultural access.223 Given this context, it is reasonable 

to say that certain sections of the population face indirect discrimination when trying to access culture. 

Measures to protect against discrimination 

As part of its dispatch on the promotion of culture during the 2016–20 period, the federal government 

defined the strengthening of cultural participation as one of the three main strategic lines of action 

under cultural policy. Recognising the cultural diversity of society, appropriate measures are to be 

taken to enable physical, intellectual and financial access to culture for as many people as possible. 

The Federal Office of Culture is therefore supporting a number of projects to strengthen cultural partic-

ipation.224  

A range of initiatives tackling racism in and discriminatory exclusion from cultural life were launched 

during the period under review. For example, the New Switzerland Institute, a network under construc-

tion since 2016, holds events and publishes texts that address the lack of representation of cultural 

diversity in the country’s cultural institutions – both in terms of content, material and the people who 

work on and off stage.225 The resulting indirect exclusion of whole sections of the population is under-

stood as a form of institutionalised discrimination. However, this point of view is generally overlooked 

when tackling the issue – especially by the institutions and their backers, who generally focus on 

providing cultural education to marginalised groups. Pro Helvetia has gone one step further by launch-

ing the ‘Intercultural Society’ initiative for the 2017–20 period. Goals include raising awareness within 

the cultural sector for intercultural approaches to hiring, programme design and cultural outreach, and 

supporting related projects.226 

In relation to nightlife, the focus is on measures to ensure discrimination-free access to the relevant 

establishments. Stopp Eintrittsverweigerung, a project launched by Bern’s gggfon advice centre in 

2013 to counter discriminatory admission practices, was continued as a means of implementing the 

intervention concept it had developed together with the local trade police.227 The project’s objectives 

                                                      

220 Beratungsnetz für Rassismusopfer: Rassismusvorfälle aus der Beratungspraxis. Januar bis Dezember 2018, Bern, 2019, p. 
11. 

221 The case related to racist slurs made against a member of security staff at a club; www.ekr.admin.ch > Dienstleistungen > 
Sammlung Rechtsfälle (in DE/FR/IT) 

222www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and Coexistence in Switzerland  

223 Federal Statistical Office: Das Kultur- und Freizeitverhalten in der Schweiz. Erste Ergebnisse der Erhebung 2014. 
Neuchâtel 2016, p. 24 (in DE/FR/IT). 

224 www.bak.admin.ch > Sprachen und Gesellschaft > Kulturelle Teilhabe (in DE/FR/IT) 

225 https://newswitzerlandinstitute.ch  

226 www.prohelvetia.ch > Our Activities > Initiatives > Intercultural Society 

227 www.gggfon.ch > Projekte > Eintrittsverweigerung (in DE) The leaflet and a checklist for venue owners can also be down-
loaded here (in DE/FR). 

http://www.ekr.admin.ch/
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.bak.admin.ch/
https://institutneueschweiz.ch/en
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are now accepted without question by the City of Bern, and the information leaflet on refusing entry 

has become an integral part of its process for approving extended licensing hours.228  

Regular round table events have been held in the cities of Bern, Zurich and Lausanne in recent years, 

and nightlife concepts have been developed. Their main focus to date has been on reconciling the 

needs of partygoers and clubbers with those of the neighbourhoods in which the nightlife takes place; 

however, they would also be suitable forums in which to address problems such as refused entry or 

the systematic exclusion of certain groups of people. 

The Safer Clubbing association has been advocating for prevention, health promotion and harm re-

duction in nightlife settings since 2009. In the past, the association has also taken steps to promote 

discrimination-free access to its member clubs and bars.229 

6.2.8 Police  

Police work involves delicate tasks, and checks on persons in particular repeatedly lead to disputes 

over the criteria by which people are chosen for such security checks. Police officers are duty-bound 

not to engage in racial or ethnic profiling.230 Measures that can help include being given specific in-

structions to that effect, training and CPD on the subject, and having effective complaints authorities 

for handling allegations of racially motivated police misconduct.231 

Facts and figures 

Given their monopoly on the legitimate use of force, the police have the power to – severely – restrict 

people’s rights. The police power to stop a person is one of the compulsory measures defined and 

governed by the Swiss Criminal Procedure Code (CrimPC). Factors such as skin colour or ascribed 

ethnic origin may constitute criteria for police action, but they must never be the sole or primary reason 

for stopping and checking someone. Instead, addi-

tional objective factors such as proximity to the 

scene of the crime, a specific likeness to a wanted 

person or specific intelligence derived from enquir-

ies must justify this particular person being stopped 

in this particular case. Although racial/ethnic profil-

ing is not explicitly prohibited in the context of po-

lice identity checks by any constitutional or human 

rights standards, paramount federal law and inter-

national agreements define the circumstances in 

which such checks may be carried out lawfully. 

Police officers may be liable to prosecution if they 

conduct identity checks on the basis of racial/ethnic 

profiling. Alongside offences against personal hon-

our as defined in Art. 174 ff. SCC, the offence of 

racial discrimination as set out in Art. 261bis SCC 

                                                      

228 www.bern.ch > Themen > Freizeit und Sport > Veranstaltungen > Bewilligungen für Veranstaltungen (in DE/FR) 

229 www.saferclubbing.ch  

230 The term ‘racial profiling’ refers to all forms of discriminatory checks on individuals and vehicles involving groups of people 
who are perceived as ethnically or religiously ‘different’ by police officers. For a more detailed explanation (in DE/FR) see: 
www.humanrights.ch > Themendossiers > Rassismus > Rassistisches Profiling > Begriff und Problematik (in DE/FR) 

231 See also: Swiss Centre of Expertise in Human Rights (SCHR): Studie zu Personenkontrollen im Auftrag des Sicherheitsde-
partements der Stadt Zürich. Standards und Good Practices zur Vermeidung von Racial und Ethnic Profiling. www.skmr.ch > 
Thematic Clusters > Police and Justice > Publications (20.11.2017; in DE) 

Übersetzung: Figure 8: Discrimination by the police 

http://www.bern.ch/
http://www.saferclubbing.ch/
http://www.humanrights.ch/
http://www.skmr.ch/
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may apply. Discriminatory identity checks may also constitute an abuse of public office, which is also a 

criminal offence.232 

Figure 8 shows that the figures for police discrimination have settled at a similar level in both the ad-

vice centre and survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland (VeS) data.233 The DoSyRa data-

base noted 24 advisory cases in relation to police discrimination and 4 in relation to customs/border 

control (from a total of 278) in 2018, compared with 25 and 10 cases respectively in 2017 (from a total 

of 301).234 According to the VeS survey, 8% of those claiming to have experienced discrimination said 

they were discriminated against by the police.235 One verdict concerning the police was recorded in 

the FCR's collection of legal cases under the heading ‘Authorities/Offices/Army’ in 2018.236 

According to the Alliance against Racial Profiling, which was founded in 2016, there were at least eight 

criminal proceedings and one administrative law proceeding pending in May 2017 dealing with viola-

tions of the ban on racial discrimination under international and constitutional law.237  

Measures to protect against discrimination 

Questions relating to the police practice of random stop and ID checks and the suspected use of racial 

profiling were the subject of widespread debate during the period under review, partly as a result of 

increasing pressure from civil society. Although action to counter discriminatory practices was intro-

duced and implemented during this period, tackling the institutional and structural dimension of racial 

profiling rather than focusing on the misconduct of individual officers remains a challenge. Reaction to 

media reports in summer 2018, after Lonely Planet had explicitly warned non-European travellers 

about racial profiling in its guide to Switzerland, show just how different perceptions of the problem 

are. 

Political and legal levels 

The Swiss parliament also addressed the topic. One member submitted a procedural request calling 

on the Federal Council to assess the phenomenon of racial profiling.238 On hearing the Federal Coun-

cil’s response, she asked the Federal Council to deliver a report providing an overview of the 

measures taken at the federal, cantonal and communal level to prevent discriminatory and other arbi-

trary checks on persons.239 Another procedural request urged the Federal Council to set down in a 

report the criteria by which the Swiss Border Guard conduct checks on persons.240 The Federal 

                                                      

232 See Künzli, Jörg / Wyttenbach, Judith et al.: Personenkontrollen durch die Stadtpolizei Zürich. Standards und Good Prac-
tices zur Vermeidung von Racial und Ethnic Profiling. SCHR, Bern, 2017, pp. 9–15 (in DE). 

233 The trend lines have been smoothed (LOESS). Sources: DoSyRa monitoring system (D) and VeS survey on diversity and 
coexistence in Switzerland (Z) 

234 Beratungsnetz für Rassismusopfer: Rassismusvorfälle aus der Beratungspraxis. Januar bis Dezember 2018, Bern, 2019, p. 
11. 

235 www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and Coexistence in Switzerland 

236 www.ekr.admin.ch > Dienstleistungen > Sammlung Rechtsfälle > Statistischer Überblick > Gesellschaftliches Umfeld (in 
DE/FR/IT) 

237 ‘Alternative Report on Racial Profiling practices of the Swiss Police and Border Guard authorities’, see www.stop-racial-
profiling.ch > Alliance 

238 Interpellation entitled Einschätzung des Bundesrates zum Phänomen des Racial Profiling (IP 17.3601) submitted by Sibel 
Arslan on 16 June 2017 (in DE/FR/IT). 

239 Postulate entitled Prävention gegen Diskriminierung bei Personenkontrollen durch die Polizei (PO 18.3356) submitted by 
Sibel Arslan on 16 March 2018. 

240 Postulate entitled Prävention gegen Diskriminierung bei Personenkontrollen durch die Grenzwachtkorps (PO 18.3353) 
submitted by Mattea Meyer on 16 March 2018. 

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.ekr.admin.ch/
http://www.stop-racial-profiling.ch/
http://www.stop-racial-profiling.ch/
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Council opposed the latter two requests. At the time of publication, they had not yet been discussed by 

the Assembly. 

A study on anti-black racism241 conducted by Zurich University of Applied Sciences (ZHAW) on behalf 

of the FCR led the FCR to conclude that black people in Switzerland are particularly affected by racial 

profiling. The Commission therefore recommends that the Conference of Cantonal Police Command-

ers (KKPKS) and the Conference of Cantonal Justice and Police Directors (KKJPD) speak up for re-

spect towards minority groups and ensure that the relevant measures are strengthened in the long 

term.242 In cases of police violence and racial profiling, the FCR additionally recommends setting up 

independent arbitration boards, as the existing complaint and advisory mechanisms do not grant suffi-

cient protection against racial discrimination.243  

As far as complaints mechanisms and legal protection against mistreatment at the hands of the police 

are concerned, the situation changed very little during the reporting period. The critical overview of the 

situation in the cantons and communes published by the SCHR in 2014 thus remains valid.244 The 

study shows that an important role is played, above all, by informal complaints mechanisms, such as 

making a citizen complaint or appealing to the supervisory authority or ombudsman's office. The study 

reminds readers that, in cases where the police use unreasonable force, the existing complaints 

mechanisms fall short of the international norms and standards, and that, by and large, the aforemen-

tioned independent mechanisms do not exist.245 Accordingly, in its 2014 national report on Switzer-

land, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination recommended establishing an 

independent mechanism in each canton to receive and investigate complaints concerning misconduct 

by police officers, and ensuring that human rights training for police officers is conducted in all can-

tons. The cantons of Zurich, Vaud, Basel-Stadt, Basel-Landschaft, Fribourg and Zug have ombuds-

man’s offices. The cities of Bern, Lucerne, St Gallen, Rapperswil-Jona, Wallisellen, Winterthur and 

Zurich also have a communal ombudsman's office. In recent years, the City of Zurich ombudsman's 

office has taken a proactive approach to the topic of racial profiling. This has helped increased the 

readiness on the part of the police to tackle the subject. Five cantons (Basel-Landschaft, Basel-Stadt, 

Vaud, Zug and Zurich) and five cities (Bern, Rapperswil-Jona, St Gallen, Winterthur and Zurich) have 

a mediation office.  

Measures taken by the police force, and the legal basis for police work 

The City of Zurich Security Department and Zurich City Police addressed a number of issues relating 

to police work and ID checks in a project launched in 2016. The SCHR was commissioned by them to 

produce a study on the legal criteria for the practice of stopping and checking, and suggest policies for 

avoiding racial/ethnic profiling.246 The City of Zurich then took further action on that basis. This includ-

ed reworking the standard operating procedures for stops and checks to include a list of the reasona-

ble grounds for exercising this power. Furthermore, the person stopped must be told on what grounds 

they are being checked. Gut feeling based on the police officer’s experience is not in itself sufficient 

                                                      

241 Federal Commission against Racism FCR: Empfehlungen zum Thema Rassismus gegenüber schwarzen Menschen in der 
Schweiz. Kurzfassung der Studie. Bern, 2017 (in DE/FR/IT). See chapter 6.3.3 on anti-black racism and measures to combat it. 

242 Examples given are community policing, round tables and the use of mixed patrols in conflict zones. In addition, the FCR 
would like to see institutional and structural racism being seriously and consistently addressed as part of training programmes 
for police and border guards. (FCR 2017, p. 14). 

243 FCR 2017, p. 15. 

244 Künzli, Jörg/Sturm, Evelyne et al. Rechtsschutz gegen polizeiliche Übergriffe. Eine Darstellung der Beschwerdemechanis-
men in der Schweiz. Swiss Centre of Expertise in Human Rights (Ed.). Bern, 21 February 2014. 

245 www.humanrights.ch > Focus Switzerland > Human Rights in Internal Affairs > Search, Punish, Confine > Police  

246 www.skmr.ch > Thematic clusters > Justice > Publications  
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reason.247 No receipts are to be issued to those stopped. Instead, the city authorities plan to equip 

police officers with body cameras to record their encounters. This requires a legal base to be estab-

lished.248 The measures taken must be accompanied by a broad awareness within the police force of 

the consequences for society as a whole of racial or ethnic profiling as a form of structural discrimina-

tion. The desired impact of these measures will not be achieved until incidents of this kind stop being 

seen as individual cases.249 An online app for recording police stops introduced in February 2018 

enables the number of people checked, success rate, time, place and reason to be evaluated statisti-

cally for the first time. According to Zurich City Police, the analysis has shown that the “person’s be-

haviour and appearance” was the most frequently cited reason (39%) for conducting a check, account-

ing for 10,084 people being stopped. The officer’s suspicions were confirmed in 2,199 of these cases 

(22%). While the practice of stopping and checking can now be documented, concrete conclusions 

about racial profiling remain difficult: skin colour and ethnicity are not registered, and the reasons that 

can be selected in the app are too generally worded. The Zurich City Police has stated that the app 

was not introduced with the purpose of preventing racial/ethnic profiling. The City Police force says it 

is addressing this point by providing its officers with training on the subject and making it part of the 

previously mentioned internal standard operating procedures. 

In March 2018, the parliament of the Canton of Bern decided to completely revise the canton’s police 

act. It rejected the proposal to include a clause explicitly directed against racial profiling. A referendum 

was called, and the canton’s electorate approved the new legislation in February 2019.250 

Bern City Council decided in February 2017 to run a pilot project to determine whether the issuing of 

receipts to persons who are stopped and checked would lead to a more mindful and transparent prac-

tice. However, the introduction of the system on a trial basis was subsequently rejected by the parlia-

ment. Instead it was decided that the city authorities should become involved in further developing the 

Dialog project run by the cantonal police and the gggfon advice centre, making prevention and infor-

mation on racial profiling a focal point from 2019.251 

Training for police officers addresses the topics of ethics and human rights in detail, and the Swiss 

Police Institute runs a three-day module on intercultural skills. Similar training courses have been de-

veloped in the cantons of Aargau, Lucerne and Neuchâtel. The Police Academy of Eastern Switzer-

land introduced a module on intercultural competence in police work in 2009, in which the topics of 

racism and racial profiling are tackled with reference to case studies. The Savatan Police Academy in 

western Switzerland has included an elective module dedicated to racial profiling in its programme.252 

The Zurich Cantonal Police is continuing its ASPECT (“Analysing Suspicious People and Cognitive 

Training”) training programme.253 After attending it, police officers should be able to conduct identity 

checks without being influenced by physical appearance or assumptions about nationality. This partic-

                                                      

247 www.stadt-zuerich.ch/pd > Über das Departement > Medien > Medienmitteilungen (Klare Kriterien und Angabe von Grün-
den bei Personenkontrollen of 20.11.2017; in DE) 

248 City of Zurich, Security Department 2018: Schlussbericht Projekt Polizeiarbeit in urbanen Spannungsfeldern (PiuS). 
www.stadt-zuerich.ch/pd > Über das Departement > Publikationen & Broschüren > Berichte (in DE) 

249 See also the statements by the City of Zurich ombudsman's office, in: City of Zurich, Beauftragte in Beschwerdesachen, 
Ombudsfrau 2018: Bericht 2017, pp. 32–33 (in DE)  

250 More on the Canton of Bern’s police act (also known as the Lex Fahrende) in chapter 6.3.5 (The situation of the Yenish, 
Sinti/Manouches and Roma). 

251 www.gggfon.ch > Projekte > Projekt Dialog (in DE) 

252 Police officers from the cantons of Appenzell-Ausserrhoden, Appenzell-Innerrhoden, Graubünden, Schaffhausen, St Gallen 
and Thurgau and from the cities of St Gallen and Chur are trained at the Police Academy of Eastern Switzerland. The Savatan 
Police Academy trains officers from the cantons of Geneva, Vaud and Valais and the city of Lausanne. 

253 www.kapo.zh.ch > Über uns > Fachstellen und -bereiche > Forschung & Entwicklung (in DE) 

http://www.stadt-zuerich.ch/pd
http://www.stadt-zuerich.ch/pd
http://www.gggfon.ch/
http://www.kapo.zh.ch/
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ular training programme is also open to interested parties from other cantons. The Canton of Bern 

held a compulsory half-day training course in 2017 for all employees with police status. Entitled Tü-

röffner Kultur (‘Door-opener culture’), its aim was to demonstrate that employing intercultural skills in 

routine police work can act as a ‘door opener’. The cantonal police force also produced a comprehen-

sive reference work for staff as a means of equipping them to avoid (intercultural) stumbling blocks. E-

learning material will be available from 2019. In Solothurn, material for a course on the legal aspects 

of identity checks and the prohibition of racial/ethnic profiling was drawn up in 2017 and attendance at 

the course was made mandatory for all members of the cantonal and city police forces. 

Cantonal and city police forces have made efforts to increase diversity, especially by employing more 

women and recruiting more members with a migrant background. Several cantons (Appenzell-

Innerrhoden, Basel-Stadt, Jura, Neuchâtel and Schwyz) have either opened up their police forces to 

foreign nationals or not explicitly excluded the possibility of doing so in their laws. Others (Aargau, 

Fribourg, Geneva and Vaud) hire foreign nationals with permanent residence permits as police officers 

provided they agree to become naturalised within a certain time frame. Similar plans have met with 

resistance from the police or parliament in a number of cantons. The City of Zurich Security Depart-

ment has made a particular effort since 2014 to target people with a migration background in its re-

cruitment campaigns, based on the positive experiences of diversity management254 gained in other 

departments.255 However, according to the City Police, recruiting people with a migrant background is 

a difficult task that cannot easily be analysed using the available data.  

The question of whether or not the police should name the nationality of offenders in their reports has 

been a matter of public debate for many years. The City of Zurich decided at the end of 2017 that it 

would stop doing so, arguing that mentioning the perpetrator’s nationality in statements to the press 

suggests that it in some way explains the offence. This decision was backed by the city parliament in 

summer 2018, when it rejected a postulate to reintroduce the practice. Before the parliament was able 

to debate the issue, the SVP submitted a cantonal initiative calling for the police act to be amended so 

as to ensure that the age, gender and nationality of victims, offenders and suspects would always be 

mentioned in future and information regarding any migrant background given out on request. The ref-

erendum has yet to be held. Whereas the desire to strengthen protection against discrimination was 

an explicit factor in Zurich’s decision to stop naming nationality, it did not play any role in a similar 

decision taken by the cantonal government in Bern. Its proposal that a parliamentary procedural re-

quest on the subject be rejected is based on purely formal grounds. In the 2019 spring session, the 

cantonal parliament abandoned this procedural request while at the same time approving a planning 

declaration according to which nationality should be mentioned in information to the media wherever 

possible.256 

Action and activities by civil society 

The Alliance against Racial Profiling was set up in 2016 as an informal movement of academics, art-

ists and human rights organisations united in the fight against institutional racism in the Swiss police 

force. The Alliance also puts pressure on the police and state institutions to change their practices, 

and shares information and knowledge. To this end, it also makes strategic use of legal action.257 It 

observes court proceedings and publicises complaints by victims in order to bring them to the attention 

                                                      

254 In the business world, and especially in human resources, diversity management refers to the constructive handling and 
effective deployment of diversity within a company’s or organisation’s workforce in terms of age, gender, nationality, religion or 
health and disability.  

255 City of Zurich, Security Department: Strategischer Plan des Sicherheitsdepartements 2019. Zurich, 2019. 

256 www.gr.be.ch > Sessionen & Protokolle > Sessionen 2019 > Frühlingssession 2019 > Sessionsprogramm (in DE/FR) 

257 www.stop-racial-profiling.ch > Mission 

http://www.gr.be.ch/
http://www.stop-racial-profiling.ch/
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of a wider audience.258 A good example is the case of Mohamed Wa Baile, whose court case gar-

nered much attention and was picked up by the media. In February 2015, Wa Baile refused to present 

his identity papers when stopped by the police – because he had previously been repeatedly subject-

ed to such checks. He was fined for not following police instructions. Wa Baile contested the penalty 

order and was convicted by the Zurich District Court in 2016. The judgment was upheld by the Can-

tonal Supreme Court and, in March 2018, by the Federal Supreme Court. Wa Baile has now lodged an 

application for the matter to be heard by the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg.  

Over the last few years, the Racial Profiling Collaborative Research Group has been systematically 

studying the victims’ viewpoint. Working closely with the Alliance against Racial Profiling, the Re-

search Group conducted interviews with people affected by this practice and documented their experi-

ences in order to determine the individual and collective impact of racial profiling and how it can be 

resisted.259 The narratives make it clear that the effect of racial profiling extends beyond the actual 

situation of being stopped and checked – the constant risk of police checks restricts individuals in their 

freedom of movement and is felt to be an ever-present danger in their day-to-day lives. The research-

ers believe that the phenomenon of racial profiling cannot be thoroughly analysed unless it is under-

stood as a practice in which further markers of difference and forms of discrimination intersect: the 

way in which characteristics such as skin colour, supposed ethnic or religious markers and categories 

such as age, gender, sexuality, nationality and class status overlap with each other must be examined 

if we are to gain a better understanding of the specific realities of racial profiling and the differences 

and similarities in patterns and experiences. Only in this way can we arrive at a more differentiated 

picture of police practice. 

In western Switzerland too, police violence received greater attention in the reporting period. In 2016, 

for example, three black men died during or following an arrest by the police in the canton of Vaud. 

Since then, a number of civil society organisations have spoken out against police violence and called 

for an independent complaints office to be set up in the canton.260  

In its shadow report on the national report submitted to the UN Human Rights Committee by Switzer-

land as part of the Universal Periodic Review process, the Alliance sets out arguments and examples 

of why racial profiling can be considered a hidden structural and institutional problem. It recommends 

amending the legislation, recognising the problem at the highest level, introducing a system of receipts 

and improving access to justice in cases involving racial profiling. 261 

6.2.9 Armed forces 

Like other areas of society, the armed forces are also confronted with the problem of extremism.262 

The Swiss military accords great importance to preventing and avoiding extremism, both to ensure the 

safety and cohesion of its troops and to protect members of the armed forces from being discriminated 

against. The Chief of the Armed Forces and Head of the Federal Department of Defence, Civil Protec-

                                                      

258 For example, ‘tribunals’ were held in Lucerne (2017) and St Gallen (2016) at which racial profiling was put on trial. Victims 
were questioned about their experiences and members of the public could offer themselves as witnesses. The aim of these 
events was to exchange views on institutional racism and invert the power to create and enforce definitions. 

259 Racial Profiling Collaborative Research Group: Racial Profiling: Erfahrung, Wirkung, Widerstand. Rosa-Luxemburg-Stiftung, 
Berlin, 2019. 

260 www.humanrights.ch > Focus Switzerland > Human Rights in Internal Affairs > Search, Punish, Confine > Police 

261 Alliance against Racial Profiling: ‘Alternative Report on Racial Profiling practices of the Swiss Police and Border Guard 
authorities’, 2017. At: www.stop-racial-profiling.ch > Alliance 

262 For more on the manifestation and peculiarities of racial discrimination in the military context see: Niggli, Marcel Alexander: 
Rassendiskriminierung im militärischen Kontext. In: Jusletter 13 May 2019 (in DE).  

http://www.humanrights.ch/
http://www.stop-racial-profiling.ch/
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tion and Sport (DDPS) take a clear and public stand in favour of a zero-tolerance policy towards ex-

tremism. 

Facts and figures 

The Service for Combating Extremism in the Armed Forces (FS EX A) handled 41 reports and queries 

in 2018 and 42 in 2017. However, not every lead reported and pursued turned out to be a proven case 

of extremism within the meaning of the law. Of the 65 reports and queries involving the suspected 

potential for violent extremism, around 68% (44 cases) concerned alleged right-wing extremism and 

about 26% (17 cases) alleged jihadist extremism. Reports and queries regarding ethno-nationalist 

extremism and left-wing extremism are rare, with 1 and 3 cases respectively. 

Once again, no acts of violence, incidents that posed a threat to security or cases of suspected racial 

discrimination were recorded in relation to persons performing military service. Most of the reports and 

queries concern isolated cases in which there were indications of potential extremist activities in civil-

ian life or potential radicalisation. The number of reports and queries submitted in the reporting period 

corresponds to the average for the last five years. While the number of reports and queries regarding 

jihadist extremism rose steadily from 2013 to 2016, this figure declined during the period under re-

view.263  

The FCR’s collection of legal cases did not document any convictions in 2017 or 2018 that specifically 

concerned the armed forces.264 In the 2016 survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland (VeS), 

1% of people who had experienced discrimination indicated that this had occurred within the armed 

forces.265 

Measures to protect against discrimination 

The Service for Combating Extremism in the Armed Forces, which is attached to the SCRA, has been 

supporting the DDPS in handling all matters connected with extremism since May 2002.266 In the 

event of circumstances that contravene the Ordinance on Compulsory Military Service (VMDP, SR 

512.21), indications of a potential threat under Art. 113 of the Armed Forces Act (ArmA, SR 510.10) or 

special personal circumstances within the meaning of Art. 33 VMDP, the case is handed over to the 

Armed Forces HR department so that precautionary measures may be taken. If need be, the Service 

for Combating Extremism in the Armed Forces acts as coordinator between the administrative and 

military units involved. 

The awareness-raising and CET courses that have gradually been built up over the years were con-

tinued in the reporting period. Thus, in 2017 and 2018, all aspiring platoon leaders, battalion com-

manders and military academy staff officers, warrant officers (first and second class) and aspiring 

career officers received awareness-raising training appropriate to their function and rank. In addition, 

the FS EX A’s training and awareness-raising activities were brought into line with the Armed Forces’ 

own largely redesigned courses. As a result, some of the awareness-raising modules are now being 

delivered by military training commanders with support from the FS EX A, following the ‘train the train-

er’ principle. The FS EX A also held 15 awareness-raising and training courses for high-ranking offic-

ers and DDPS employees. Each of these courses covers the basic rights guaranteed by the Constitu-

tion as well as the implementation of the Armed Forces’ zero-tolerance strategy regarding all forms of 

                                                      

263 Service for Combating Extremism in the Armed Forces: Tätigkeitsberichte 2017 und 2018, see: www.vtg.admin.ch > Mein 
Militärdienst > Allgemeines zum Militärdienst > Extremismus (in DE/FR/IT) 

264 www.ekr.admin.ch > Dienstleistungen > Sammlung Rechtsfälle > Statistischer Überblick > Gesellschaftliches Umfeld (in 
DE/FR/IT) 

265 www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and coexistence in Switzerland 

266 www.vtg.admin.ch > Mein Militärdienst > Allgemeines zum Militärdienst > Extremismus (in DE/FR/IT) 

http://www.vtg.admin.ch/
http://www.ekr.admin.ch/
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.vtg.admin.ch/
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ideologically-motivated extremism. The fact that roughly one third of cases in the period under review 

were reported by superior officers proves that these awareness-raising and training measures provide 

an ideal opportunity to take a more nuanced approach to the various facets of extremism. 

The DDPS set up a diversity office in April 2019, which will serve as the point of contact for all matters 

regarding diversity within the armed forces (militia). A diversity working group has already existed for a 

few years within the Training and Education Command. It deals with individual queries that arise from 

the wide range of backgrounds and lifestyles that coincide within the armed forces. Moreover, the 

military chaplaincy service has also embraced respect for diversity in the areas for which it is respon-

sible. 

6.2.10  Naturalisation procedure 

In Switzerland, nationality is acquired by filiation (jus sanguinus).267 For those not born to a mother or 

a father who has Swiss citizenship, it can also be acquired through naturalisation. This is a three-step 

procedure conducted at the federal, cantonal and communal level. The Federal Constitution sets out 

the relevant principles and powers (Art. 37 and 38 Cst). The Federal Act of 20 June 2014 on Swiss 

Citizenship (Swiss Citizenship Act SCA, SR 141.0) and cantonal and communal legislation flesh out 

these provisions within the limits of their respective powers.268  

Following a total revision of the Swiss Citizenship Act, since 1 January 2018, anyone with a perma-

nent residence permit (C permit) who has lived in Switzerland for at least 10 years, is successfully 

integrated, familiar with the Swiss way of life and does not pose a risk to Switzerland's internal or ex-

ternal security can apply for naturalisation.269 In calculating the length of residence, the period that the 

applicant has lived in Switzerland between the ages of 5 and 18 counts as double; if they have been 

temporarily admitted, half of the period of residence is credited. The cantons may provide for a mini-

mum length of residence of between two and five years. Applicants are considered integrated if they 

are able to communicate in a national language270, show respect for public security and order and the 

values enshrined in the Federal Constitution, participate in economic life or in acquiring an education, 

and encourage and support the integration of their family. In addition, they must be familiar with the 

Swiss way of life and not pose a threat to the country’s internal or external security.271 The Federal 

Commission on Migration (FCM) has repeatedly criticised the new rules on the grounds that they do 

not provide applicants with sufficient protection against discrimination. In particular, the FCM considers 

the wording of the Ordinance on Swiss Citizenship, which substantiates the integration criteria set out 

in the SCA, to be too vague, thus affording the authorities too much power of discretion.272 Although 

the – from an integration viewpoint – very long residence period has been reduced from 12 to 10 

years, the new requirements regarding status and language undoubtedly impede access to citizen-

ship. And in fact, a decline in the number of people acquiring Swiss nationality was recorded in 2018 

                                                      

267 Conversely, some states grant citizenship to anyone born on their territory (jus soli). 

268 For an explanation of the procedure go to www.ekm.admin.ch > Staatsbürgerschaft & Citoyenneté > Staatsbürgerschaft > 
Einbürgerung (in DE/FR/IT) 

269 SCA, Art. 9 Formal requirements and SCA, Art. 11 Material requirements. 

270 In accordance with Art. 6 of the Ordinance on Swiss Citizenship, applicants must now prove that they are proficient in one 
of the national languages at a minimum spoken level of B1 and written level of A2, based on the scale defined in the Common 
European Framework of Reference for Languages. Proof of language proficiency is to be provided by means of a language 
certificate recognised by the SEM or a Language Passport.  

271 SCA, Art. 12 Integration criteria. 

272 www.ekm.admin.ch > Aktuell > Stellungnahmen > Stellungnahmen 2015 > Einbürgerung: Bürgerrechtsverordnung (in 
DE/FR/IT) 

http://www.ekm.admin.ch/
http://www.ekm.admin.ch/
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for the first time since 2014.273 Based on their practical experience, the advice centres and human 

rights organisations have long criticised the considerable latitude afforded the communes – especially 

in the context of the naturalisation interviews.274  

Alongside this standard, or ‘ordinary’, naturalisation procedure, there is a ‘simplified’ procedure availa-

ble to the spouses of Swiss citizens, for example. The federal authorities are responsible for this fast-

track procedure, but the cantons may express an opinion on individual candidates. The simplified pro-

cedure still does not apply to foreign nationals in a registered partnership with a Swiss citizen.275 The 

Swiss people approved the simplified naturalisation procedure for third-generation immigrants on 12 

February 2017 with a 60.4% majority.276 The new rules entered into force in 2018. As a result, stand-

ardised criteria now apply throughout the country, lowering the obstacles for young people under 25 

whose grandparents first came to Switzerland as immigrants.  

The ‘NCCR – on the move’ research programme 

examined whether there is any evidence that certain 

groups of foreigners are systematically discriminated 

against during the naturalisation process. However, 

the huge differences in how that process is applied 

at both communal and cantonal level make it difficult 

to provide a reliable assessment on the basis of the 

data that is currently available.277 

Facts and figures 

Cases of discrimination registered by the advice 

centres in relation to the naturalisation procedure 

remain at a consistently low level, with a slightly 

upward trend. The DoSyRa database recorded 5 

cases (out of 278) in 2018 and 2 cases (out of 301) 

in 2017.278 The 2018 survey on diversity and coex-

                                                      

273 For statistics on naturalisation since 1985, see: www.sem.admin.ch > Publikationen & Service > Statistiken > Ausländersta-
tistik > Einbürgerungen (in DE/FR) 

274 See for example Hunziker, Lelia: Schweizer Bürgerrecht: Gnadenakt oder Verwaltungsakt? In: terra cognita 32, FCM, Bern, 
2018: pp. 72–74. Leila Hunziker uses examples encountered in everyday practice by the advice centres to describe the “impos-
sible task” that has been given to the communes in assessing integration at the naturalisation interview. 

275 Parliament has dealt with several parliamentary procedures seeking to put registered partnership on an equal footing with 
marriage in the naturalisation procedure since 2013. The Political Institutions Committee of the National Council had already 
proposed in 2015 that both forms of partnership be made fully equal in this context. The Federal Council supported the pro-
posal, but Parliament put implementation on hold until the ‘Marriage for all’ parliamentary initiative has been realised – specifi-
cally regarding extending the definition of marriage in the Constitution. See the Federal Council’s response to postulate 18.3171 
Erleichterte Einbürgerung für eingetragene Partnerinnen einer Schweizerin bzw. eingetragene Partner eines Schweizers mit 
Wohnsitz im Ausland submitted by Tim Guldimann on 14 March 2018 (in DE/FR/IT). 

276 The referendum came about as the result of parliamentary initiative 08.432 submitted by Ada Marra entitled Die Schweiz 
muss ihre Kinder anerkennen (i.e. ‘Switzerland must recognise its children’).  

277 Ilić, Dragan 2017: Naturalization and Prejudice: What We Know, and What Is Uncertain, see: www.nccr-onthemove.ch > 
Knowledge Transfer > Policy Briefs > in a nutshell #5.  

A study published by the FCM in 2012 shows that the size of a commune plays a role in the naturalisation procedure: the lower 
the overall number of residents, the lower the percentage share of successful applications for ordinary naturalisation. Whereas 
communes with more than 100,000 residents have a naturalisation rate of 3%, communes with 5,000 to 9,999 residents have a 
naturalisation rate of less than 1%. See Wanner, Philipp/Steiner, Ilka: Einbürgerungslandschaft Schweiz. Entwicklungen 1992–
2010. FCM, Bern, 2012, at www.ekm.admin.ch > Publikationen > Studien (in DE).  

The FCM plans to post dynamic maps on its website that will allow users to compare who is being naturalised and how in the 
various cantons and communes. 

278 Beratungsnetz für Rassismusopfer: Rassismusvorfälle aus der Beratungspraxis. Januar bis Dezember 2018, Bern, 2019, p. 
11. 

Übersetzung: Figure 9: Discrimination during 
naturalisation procedure 

http://www.sem.admin.ch/
http://www.nccr-onthemove.ch/
http://www.ekm.admin.ch/
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istence in Switzerland (VeS) indicates that acceptance of the idea that foreigners born in the country 

should automatically be naturalised is unchanged: as in 2016, 57% were in favour of this in 2018279 

(51% of whom were Swiss and 77% foreign nationals in 2018).280 The Foundation against Racism 

and Antisemitism (GRA) and the Society for Minorities in Switzerland (GMS) registered one case of 

discrimination in this context in 2017 and none in 2018.281  

Protection against arbitrary conduct and discrimination, the right to privacy and to have one’s case 

heard by a judicial authority, all of which are enshrined in the Federal Constitution, are key to estab-

lishing a uniform and fair naturalisation procedure at the cantonal level. To date, most of the cases in 

which the Federal Supreme Court has ruled that applications for naturalisation were rejected for rea-

sons of ethnic-cultural or racial discrimination have concerned citizens of the former Yugoslavia and 

Turkey, and Muslims. A few other cases have involved multiple discrimination (e.g. on grounds of 

origin and disability).282 Only one case of refused naturalisation was heard by the Federal Supreme 

Court in the period under review. The issue at stake was that of failure to repay social assistance ben-

efits: according to the law in the canton of Bern, this constitutes grounds for refusing the application. 

The Federal Supreme Court supported this interpretation of the law and upheld the Canton of Bern’s 

decision.283 

Measures to protect against discrimination 

Actions taken to strengthen protection against discrimination and protect against indirect discrimina-

tion include raising awareness among the residents’ registration and naturalisation authorities and 

providing them with information.284 For example, in 2017 the Canton of Nidwalden organised an event 

at which members of naturalisation and social commissions could exchange views on the totally re-

vised SCA, with an explicit focus on protection against discrimination. Some cantons held training 

courses or events for members of the administration that tackled racial discrimination without specifi-

cally focusing on the naturalisation procedure. As part of the three-step procedure, the federal offices 

are also required to provide the population and local authorities with appropriate information and to 

guarantee people wishing to be naturalised access to the relevant information. If access to information 

is hindered by technical or language barriers, this constitutes indirect discrimination.  

The FCM has paved the way in this respect by producing a short video on simplified naturalisation for 

third-generation immigrants that explains the criteria and procedures concisely to potential candidates. 

All other important information and forms can be found on the relevant website.285 However, in its 

report on the first year of implementation of the simplified naturalisation procedure for third-generation 

foreign nationals, the FCM notes a discrepancy between the number of potential candidates and the 

actual number of applications submitted. The FCM attributes this, among other reasons, to the difficul-

                                                      

279 Between 2010 and 2014, 44% to 47% of respondents thought that foreigners born in Switzerland should be automatically 
naturalised. 

280 www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and Coexistence in Switzerland 

281 www.rassismus.ch > Chronologie (in DE/FR) 

282 Naguib Tarek/Pärli, Kurt et al.: Diskriminierungsrecht. Handbuch für Jurist_innen, Berater_innen und Diversity-
Expert_innen. Bern, 2014, p. 363 f. 

283 A summary of the case can be found at www.humanrights.ch > Fokus Schweiz > Menschenrechte im Landesinnern > 
Ausländerrecht/-politik > Bürgerrechtspolitik (in DE) 

284 Art. 57 of the Federal Act on Foreign Nationals and Integration (SR 142.20) states that “the Confederation, cantons and 
communes shall provide information and advice to foreign nationals on living and working conditions in Switzerland, and in 
particular on their rights and obligations” as well as providing them with information on programmes for encouraging integration. 

285 www.ekm.admin.ch > Staatsbürgerschaft & Citoyenneté > Staatsbürgerschaft > Einbürgerung > Erleichterte Einbürgerung 
der 3. Ausländergeneration (in DE/FR/IT) 

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.rassismus.ch/
http://www.humanrights.ch/
http://www.ekm.admin.ch/
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ty in providing evidence of the formal requirements.286 Also interesting is the fact that applicants from 

non-EU or EFTA states (in particular, Kosovo, North Macedonia and Serbia) are over-represented in 

comparison with their share of the target population. And lastly, the FCM identifies a correlation be-

tween the cantonal rules for ordinary naturalisation and the number of applications for simplified natu-

ralisation. Put simply: the higher the barriers to ordinary naturalisation, the greater the interest of third-

generation immigrants in simplified naturalisation.287 

A letter sent by the Mayor of Zurich, Corine Mauch, to the 40,000 foreign nationals living in the city 

who satisfied the residence criteria for naturalisation caused something of a stir in the spring of 2017. 

The letters explained the new rules applying to naturalisation as of 1 January 2018 and urged the re-

cipients to find out more about their eligibility for naturalisation. The main reason given for this infor-

mation campaign was the wish to see as many residents of Zurich as possible take part in the direct-

democratic process. The Mayor’s Department therefore considered it both important and desirable 

that foreigners who satisfy the eligibility criteria acquire Swiss citizenship.288 According to media re-

ports, the campaign did in fact lead to an increase in the number of applications for naturalisation 

submitted throughout the entire canton. However, no official figures are available at present. The Can-

ton of Geneva also notified 90,000 foreign nationals about the changes to the Swiss Citizenship Act 

before the total revision came into effect. 

Discrimination during the naturalisation procedure was the subject of several parliamentary procedural 

requests at federal level in the reporting period. One postulate calls on the Federal Council to produce 

a nationwide harmonised study of the reasons why naturalisation applications are being rejected, with 

the aim of eliminating any discrimination.289 The Federal Council recommends that this request be 

turned down as the lack of uniform data means that any such study would entail a considerable 

amount of work without producing any particularly pertinent results.290 Another procedural request 

calls for an amendment to the Swiss Citizenship Act (SCA; SR 141.0) making it standard practice for 

minutes to be taken during any interviews with the authorities at federal, cantonal and communal level 

(naturalisation commissions) as part of the naturalisation procedure.291 At the time of writing, these 

requests had not yet been dealt with by the National Council. 

6.2.11  Political participation 

Art. 136 of the Federal Constitution states that all Swiss citizens over the age of 18 have voting and 

electoral rights.292 In other words, they have the right to participate in elections to the National Council 

                                                      

286 Proving that one parent had attended compulsory schooling for at least five years turned out to be an especial stumbling 
block. This requirement runs contrary to the reality of the situation in which the grandparents arrived in Switzerland.  

287 FCM: Erleichterte Einbürgerung für Ausländerinnen und Ausländer der 3. Generation. Bilanz nach einem Umsetzungsjahr. 
Kurzfassung des Berichts. Bern, 2019. The full report is available in French only, see www.ekm.admin.ch > Aktuell > Medienmit-
teilungen 2019 (Aktuell > Medienmitteilungen 2019 (Erleichterte Einbürgerung von Jugendlichen der 3. Generation: Die EKM 
zieht Bilanz, 12. March 2019; in DE/FR/IT) 

288 See press release of 2 May 2017 at: www.stadt-zuerich.ch > Präsidialdepartement > Über das Departement > Medien > 
Medienmitteilungen (in DE)  

289 Postulate 18.4249 Schweizweit harmonisierte Studie zu abgelehnten Einbürgerungsgesuchen submitted by Valérie Piller 
Carrad on 13.12.2018 (in DE/FR/IT). 

290 In its response to a previous interpellation asking whether a study had been made of cantonal differences in the naturalisa-
tion procedure and whether this had delivered any results in relation to discrimination, the Federal Council pointed to the I lić 
study (referred to above), which states that it is practically impossible to reach any firm conclusions about systematic discrimina-
tion in this context given the currently available data. See Interpellation (18.3202) Kantonale Unterschiede bei den Einbürge-
rungsverfahren submitted by Géraldine Marchand-Balet on 14 March 2018 (in DE/FR/IT). 

291 Parliamentary initiative 18.478 Recht auf nachvollziehbare Einbürgerungsverfahren. Protokollpflicht submitted by Cédric 
Wermuth on 13 December 2018. 

292 Individuals who lack legal capacity due to mental illness or mental incapacity, or who are subject to a general deputyship or 
represented by a carer as they are permanently incapable of judgement are excluded from voting on matters at the federal level. 

http://www.ekm.admin.ch/
http://www.stadt-zuerich.ch/
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and in federal popular votes, stand for election and launch or sign popular initiatives and requests for 

referendums in federal matters. These rights are not granted to foreign nationals of any residence 

category. However, foreign nationals may take part in elections and referendums at the cantonal 

and/or communal level if cantonal law allows them to do so. Alongside voting and electoral rights, 

political participation in the broader sense includes participation in public affairs. This means people 

being able to make their voices heard in political discussions, for example, by publishing their views in 

writing and making them accessible to others, or by joining an organisation or association that is politi-

cally active.293 In addition, the right of petition applies to everyone in the country – regardless of their 

nationality. However, the authority to which a petition is submitted is not obliged to address the issue 

raised.294  

Facts and figures 

Being able to participate in political processes to the extent provided for by law is an important aspect 

of integration and a sign that someone belongs to the society in which they live. However, differences 

emerge here between Swiss citizens aged 18 and over with and without a migrant background: in 

2016, 68% of the electorate without a migrant background said they took part in at least 8 out of 10 

federal referendums, as opposed to just 57.5% of those with.295  

The survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland (VeS) includes a question on political rights for 

foreigners. 47% of the population in 2018 and 48% in 2016 agreed with the statement that foreigners 

should gain political rights in Switzerland.296 40% of Swiss citizens and 72% of foreign nationals 

agreed with the statement.297  

In the cantons of Jura and Neuchâtel, foreign citizens enjoy voting and electoral rights at the cantonal 

and communal level under certain conditions; however, they are not allowed to stand for election to 

the cantonal parliament. In the cantons of Fribourg and Vaud, foreigners have full voting and electoral 

rights at the communal level; in the canton of Geneva foreigners may vote and take part in referen-

dums at the communal level; and in the cantons of Appenzell-Ausserrhoden, Basel-Stadt and Grau-

bünden, communes are free to grant foreigners both the right to vote and the right to stand for election 

at the communal level if they so wish.298 Voters in the canton of Basel-Landschaft rejected a proposal 

to amend the cantonal constitution to this effect in 2018.  

In other words, the right of foreigners to vote varies from canton to canton and is restricted in every 

case.299 Moreover, a study conducted by Avenir Suisse in 2015 demonstrated that few foreigners 

were actually being elected to political – especially government – office in communes where they have 

the right to stand. Avenir Suisse recommends extending the political rights of foreign nationals as a 

means of reinforcing the Swiss system of holding political office as a part-time occupation.300 Howev-

er, Switzerland has not yet ratified the Convention on the Participation of Foreigners in Public Life at 

                                                      

293 For an explanation see www.ekm.admin.ch > Staatsbürgerschaft & Citoyenneté > Citoyenneté > Politische Partizipation (in 
DE/FR/IT) 

294 Art. 33 Cst. Right of petition.  

295 www.bfs.admin.ch > Statistiken finden > Bevölkerung > Migration und Integration > Integrationsindikatoren > Alle Indikato-
ren > Politik > Teilnahme an eidgenössischen Abstimmungen (in DE/FR) 

296 www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and coexistence in Switzerland 

297 In the 2010–14 period, between 38% and 42% of respondents were in favour of political rights for foreigners in Switzerland.  

298 www.bfs.admin.ch > Statistiken finden > Bevölkerung > Migration und Integration > Integrationsindikatoren > Alle Indikato-
ren > Politik > Gemeinden und Kantone mit Stimm- und Wahlrecht für Ausländer (in DE/FR) 

299 See Bisaz, Corsin 2018: Begrenzte Möglichkeiten politischer Mitsprache. In: terra cognita 33, pp. 62–64, Bern 2018. 

300 Müller, Andreas / Schlegel, Tobias 2016: Passives Ausländerwahlrecht statt Kandidatenmangel. Milizsystem beleben und 
Integration stärken. See: https://www.avenir-suisse.ch/en/publication/passive-voting-rights-for-active-foreigners/  

http://www.ekm.admin.ch/
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
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Local Level.301 Compared with 20 other European countries, Switzerland ranks 19th in terms of ac-

cess to democratic rights.302 

Foreign citizens with a C, B or F permit have been able to submit motions to parliament in the city of 

Bern since November 2016. To be eligible, they must be 18 or over and have lived in Bern for at least 

three months.303 Similar instruments have been established in recent years in the cities of Lucerne304 

and Burgdorf.305 Uptake remains low, most likely on account of their complexity. Going through infor-

mal channels – such as a political party or interest group – appears to be an easier and more effective 

way of getting one’s political concerns heard.306 A procedural request to create an instrument of this 

kind was rejected by the cantonal parliament of Basel-Stadt in 2016.307 The City of Zurich parliament 

also voted against a similar request. Instead, it asked the Council Office to draw up a proposal for a 

‘citizens’ initiative’ that would allow young people aged 12 and over and foreigners to bring their con-

cerns before the City Council.  

An analysis of local council elections in the canton of Zurich conducted by political scientist Nenad 

Stojanović in 2014 found evidence that candidates with ‘non-Swiss sounding names’ were more fre-

quently crossed off the list than those with ‘typically Swiss names’. This discrimination was especially 

prevalent among the lists for the right and centre-right parties.308  

Measures to encourage participation 

The FCM’s Citoyenneté – mitreden, mitgestalten, mitentscheiden programme champions projects that 

open up new opportunities for participation by foreign nationals. The underlying concept focuses on 

the active components of citizenship, and especially on how as broad a section of the population as 

possible can become involved in decision-shaping processes and the discussion and management of 

civic affairs, regardless of their nationality. Participation begins at the local level, with membership of a 

community or close ties with the place in which one lives. The projects therefore pay particular atten-

tion to opinion-making and free expression of will as well as learning about democratic principles and 

fundamental rights. The programme was extended in 2018 by another 5 years.309 Support is being 

given to a large number of projects run by governmental and non-governmental organisations, all of 

                                                      

301 The Convention (ETS no. 144) aims to improve the integration of foreign residents into the life of the community. It applies 
to all persons who are not nationals of the state in question but who are lawfully resident on its territory. See 
www.coe.int/de/web/conventions/full-list/-/conventions/treaty/144  

302 The ‘Immigrant Inclusion Index’ aims to measure the inclusion of immigrants objectively in relation to the factors of naturali-
sation and voting rights. See: www.unilu.ch > Faculties > Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences > Institutes, Departments 
and Research Centres > Department of Political Science > Research > The Immigrant Inclusion Index (IMIX). 

303 www.bern.ch > Mediencenter > Gemeinderat, Direktionen > Partizipationsreglement tritt am 1. November 2016 in Kraft 
(press release of 15.09.2016; in DE/FR)  

304 www.stadtluzern.ch > Dokumente & Bilder > Systematische Rechtssammlung > Gemeindeordnung der Stadt Luzern (Art. 
29a Bevölkerungsantragsrecht; in DE) 

305 www.burgdorf.ch > Verwaltung & Politik > Gemeindeordnung (Art. 26); in DE 

306 See Bisaz, Corsin 2018, p. 64. 

307 www.grosserrat.bs.ch > Geschäfte & Dokumente > Datenbank > Motion betreffend Einführung einer Ausländermotion 
(16.5123.01); in DE 

308 Stojanović, Nenad: Candidati con un passato migratorio in svantaggio. In: terra cognita 33, pp. 70–72. Bern, 2018. 

309 www.ekm.admin.ch > Projekte > Citoyenneté (in DE/FR/IT). The FCM also devoted its annual conference to the topics of 
rethinking the state, political rights, citoyenneté, nationality and citizenship in 2018. The commission’s president Walter Lei-
mgruber appealed for political participation in times of migration to move away from existing rules that exclude large parts of the 
population because they are mobile. Correcting the imbalance between the de facto globalisation of all areas of life and the way 
in which states restrict access to democratic decision-making mechanisms should be a matter of urgency. In Leimgruber’s 
opinion, supranational forms of participation are also called for. See the conference documentation at: www.ekm.admin.ch > 
Aktuell > Veranstaltungen > Veranstaltungen 2018 (in DE) 

http://www.coe.int/de/web/conventions/full-list/-/conventions/treaty/144
http://www.unilu.ch/
http://www.bern.ch/
http://www.burgdorf.ch/
http://www.grosserrat.bs.ch/
http://www.ekm.admin.ch/
http://www.ekm.admin.ch/
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which are seeking to improve participation by certain target groups.310 One example is the in comune 

project of the Association of Swiss Communes (ASC), which assists pilot communes to design, im-

plement and finance participation projects and makes projects of this nature visible by featuring them 

on the www.in-comune.ch website. The project’s aim is to strengthen political and social participation 

at local level. Various communes and cities in French-speaking Switzerland have realised participation 

projects under the auspices of the FCM programme. For several years now, for example, a bus bear-

ing the slogan ‘Your city, your life, your voice’ has been stopping off at various points in Lausanne and 

informing passers-by of their rights. And a ‘neighbourhood contract’ was launched in Lancy to help 

residents improve the quality of life where they live.  

Various cities and cantons have made it their goal to enhance the involvement of the population with a 

migrant background in decision-making processes, independently of the FCM programme. The City of 

Bern and Canton of Neuchâtel, for instance, are seeking to increase the representation of the migrant 

population on their respective commissions.311  

Lastly, civil society organisations are also tackling this particular issue. Some of these focus explicitly 

on formal political participation. Examples include the Mitstimme association in the canton of Basel-

Stadt, which hosts regular sessions for migrants as a platform for political engagement312, and the 

Gewählte Stimme organisation, which campaigns to get more people with a migrant background in-

volved in Swiss politics.313 The Wir alle sind Zürich314 and Wir alle sind Bern315 movements argue for 

a broader understanding of participation and seek to ‘make democracy more democratic’. Based on 

the concept of urban citizenship, activities are currently under way in both cities to develop a City Card 

as a form of ID that would guarantee discrimination-free access to public and private services regard-

less of the holder’s origin and status.316 The New Switzerland Institute (INES), an organisation built up 

between 2016 and 2018, is concerned with how we live together in a pluralistic, democratic immigrant 

society and the related issues of participation, diversity and racism. INES sees itself as a post-migrant 

‘think & act tank’ that not only calls for participation, but also takes active steps to encourage and 

shape it through its expertise, networking and specific projects.317 Both Mitstimme and INES receive 

support from the FCM’s Citoyenneté programme. 

6.3 Specific topics 

As in many other European countries, certain sections of the population in Switzerland are particularly 

vulnerable to racial discrimination or racist behaviour. The trend results revealed by the survey on 

diversity and coexistence in Switzerland (VeS) show that racist attitudes exist towards people because 

of their colour, their being Muslim or Jewish or their itinerant lifestyle. For example, 7% of the popula-

tion said that they were made to feel uncomfortable in everyday life by the presence of someone 

                                                      

310 See www.ekm.admin.ch > Staatsbürgerschaft & Citoyenneté > Projektförderung (in DE/FR/IT) 

311 Stadt Bern, Schwerpunkteplan 2018-2021 zur Umsetzung des Leitbildes zur Integrationspolitik, Schwerpunkt 4: Die Stadt 
fördert die aktive Bürgerschaft von Bernerinnen und Bernern mit und ohne Schweizer Pass, at: www.bern.ch/integration > 
Fachbereich Information und Vernetzung > Leitbild zur Integrationspolitik und Schwerpunkteplan (in DE) and Roadmap für eine 
egalitäre und diskriminierungsfreie Neuenburger Verwaltung at www.ne.ch > Autorités > Département de l'économie et de 
l'action sociale (DEAS) > Service de la cohésion multiculturelle > Racisme et discrimination (in FR) 

312 www.mitstimme.ch (in DE)  

313 gewaehlte-stimme.ch (in DE)  

314 wirallesindzuerich.wordpress.com  

315 wirallesindbern.ch (in DE)  

316 www.zuericitycard.ch and wirallesindbern.ch/city-card (in DE)  

317 institutneueschweiz.ch  

http://www.in-comune.ch/
http://www.ekm.admin.ch/
http://www.bern.ch/integration
http://www.ne.ch/
http://www.mitstimme.ch/
http://gewaehlte-stimme.ch/
https://wirallesindbern.ch/
http://www.zuericitycard.ch/
https://wirallesindbern.ch/city-card
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whose skin colour was different. Approximately 10% felt uncomfortable in the presence of people of a 

different faith and around 21% in the presence of people with an itinerant lifestyle.318 We will now take 

a more in-depth look at the situation of these population groups. 

One point should be noted with regard to action in this area: projects targeted at specific groups gen-

erally run the risk of stigmatising those groups. For that reason, efforts to combat discrimination must 

focus primarily on problems (rather than people) and form part of an overall strategy, like those set out 

in the cantonal integration programmes (CIPs). The financial assistance provided by the SCRA is also 

primarily intended for projects aimed at all potential victims of racial discrimination, regardless of which 

section of the population they come from. Nevertheless, it can sometimes make sense to complement 

these measures by adopting a group-specific approach. Individual projects of this kind are also re-

ferred to below.  

6.3.1 Coexistence of religious communities 

Religious diversity in Switzerland has increased greatly since the 1970s due to migration. The Chris-

tian communities have changed, and many members of other religious communities (especially Chris-

tian-Orthodox, Muslim, Hindu and Buddhist) have come to live in Switzerland.319 Whereas debates on 

immigration in the 1960s tended to emphasise the nationality of the newcomers, the focus of public 

debate shifted in the early 21st century to their actual or perceived religious affiliation – particularly in 

the case of Muslims.320 As a result, social cohesion and eliminating prejudice, discrimination and con-

flicts between religious groups are once again highly topical issues. 

In matters of religion, the state’s actions are guided by the principle that, rather than protecting reli-

gions or religious communities per se, Switzerland protects people who experience discrimination or 

racism on grounds of their actual or supposed religious affiliation. 

In legal terms, Switzerland’s policy on religion is based on the following pillars: 

Freedom of religion and conscience as a constitutionally guaranteed fundamental right for people of 

all faiths (Art. 15 Cst) and the concomitant religious and denominational neutrality of the state. As a 

corollary to freedom of religion, the principle applies that criticism of religions as such may be tolerat-

ed, but individuals must be accorded the right not to be discriminated against because of their reli-

gious beliefs. 

Federalist nature of the relationship between church and state (Art. 72 para. 1 Cst): Responsibility 

for regulating the relationship between religious communities and the state lies with the cantons, which 

have the power to recognise individual religious communities publicly or under public law. 

Joint responsibility of the federal government and cantons for preserving public peace (Art. 72 

para. 2 Cst): This provision authorises the federal government and cantons to take measures to pre-

serve public peace between the members of different religious communities. 

Criminal law penalties for attacks on the freedom of religion and freedom to worship (Art. 261 

SCC): This statutory provision protects individuals and groups against discrimination motivated by 

their religion. 

                                                      

318 www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and coexistence in Switzerland 

319 In 2016, 37.2% of the permanent resident population aged 15 and over affirmed their allegiance to the Roman Catholic faith 
and 25% were members of the Reformed Evangelical Church; 24% described themselves as having no religious affiliation. 
5.8% were members of other Christian faiths, 5.1% identified themselves as Muslim, 0.6% as Hindu and 0.5% as Buddhist. 
0.2% were members of the Jewish religious community. The remaining 1.4% are members of other confessions. See also 
bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Language, religion and culture survey 

320 See, for example, FCM, Terra Cognita 28/2016, Religionisierung der Migrationsdebatte, Interview mit Michele Galizia: 
www.ekm.admin.ch > Publikationen > terra cognita > Religion (terra cognita 28/2016; in DE/FR/IT)) 

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.ekm.admin.ch/
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Anti-racism penal provision (Art. 261bis SCC): Religion is included in this provision as one of the 

unlawful grounds for discrimination. 

The national popular initiative ‘Yes to a ban on full facial coverings’, aimed at prohibiting the wearing of 

burkas and niqabs in particular321, sparked fresh debate about creating an article on religion for inclu-

sion in the Federal Constitution. While some argue that the relationship between Switzerland as a 

state governed by the rule of law and fundamentalism is at stake, others see the proposed article as a 

reaction to the growing religious diversity within the country and an opportunity for the federal govern-

ment to actively shape religious policy. The discussion on these very issues prompted the Canton of 

Geneva to draft legislation on secularism during the reporting period.322 It was approved by the elec-

torate in February 2019. The proposed law came in for particularly strong criticism due to a clause 

stating that elected politicians and cantonal and local government employees who have contact with 

the public are not permitted to wear or show visible religious symbols. Opponents claimed that this 

was anti-Muslim. In the context of its new law on the officially recognised churches, the Canton of 

Bern commissioned an analysis of its policies on religion that included options for action. Alongside 

the ‘withdrawal’ option proposing the complete separation of church (or religion) and state as a long-

term goal, a further option suggested the canton gradually move towards adopting a policy of neutrali-

ty towards all religious communities. The Canton ultimately decided in favour of maintaining the status 

quo while at the same time keeping a careful watch on religious policies. In other words, the Canton of 

Bern is content to maintain relations only with the religious communities it recognises under public law, 

but has additionally tasked its delegate for ecclesiastical affairs with carefully observing developments 

in the religious landscape.323 In November 2017, the Canton of Zurich approved seven principles that 

guide the relationship between state and religion. One of these states that a clear basis for action is 

required in dealings with non-recognised religious communities. The Canton of Zurich raises the ques-

tion here of how the services provided by these communities that benefit society as a whole can be 

given state support.324  

Although the number of cantons whose constitutions provide for the recognition of religious communi-

ties under public law is rising, no communities outside the Judeo-Christian spectrum have been rec-

ognised thus far. The Canton of Basel-Stadt recognised two Alevi communities under private law in 

2012 – a process which grants them far fewer rights compared with recognition under public law. 

These communities are not permitted to levy taxes, for example. The umbrella association of Muslims 

in the canton of Vaud (Union vaudoise des associations musulmanes; UVAM)325 lodged an applica-

tion for official recognition in 2017. This is currently being reviewed by the cantonal authorities – a 

process that will take several years. During the period under review, several cantons explicitly decided 

against granting official public-law status to any religious communities other than those already recog-

nised.  

A procedural request submitted to parliament by the Greens concerned equality before the law for 

religious communities. It urges the Federal Council to present a report showing a) how legal equality 

can be established for various religious communities with regard to non-discrimination, and b) strate-

gies for reflecting the multi-faith reality of Switzerland in law, especially through cooperation between 

                                                      

321 See also chapter 6.3.2 (Anti-Muslimism and measures to combat it). 

322 http://ge.ch/grandconseil/data/loisvotee/L11764.pdf (in FR) 

323 www.jgk.be.ch > Die Direktion > Über die Direktion > Dossiers (in DE/FR) 

324 www.zh.ch > aktuell > News Medienmitteilungen (8.12.2017; in DE) 

325 www.uvam.ch (in FR)  

http://ge.ch/grandconseil/data/loisvotee/L11764.pdf
http://www.jgk.be.ch/
http://www.zh.ch/
http://www.uvam.ch/
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the state and religious communities.326 A number of different agencies deal with religious issues at the 

federal level. To improve the coordination of business and matters related to religion, the Federal 

Council set up a specialist service within the Federal Office of Justice in 2018. As well as acting as a 

coordinator, it is meant to serve as a point of contact for the cantonal authorities and religious commu-

nities. 

Most cantons and cities maintain an active dialogue with the religious communities through commis-

sions, round tables and other such vehicles. This allows both sides to raise matters of concern at an 

early stage, thus nipping potential conflicts in the bud. These forums may also give birth to information 

projects aimed at a wider audience. In the cantons of Basel-Stadt and Basel-Landschaft, for instance, 

13 religious communities and 2 umbrella associations now take part in a series of round-table discus-

sions that were first launched in 2007. These events give the religious communities the opportunity to 

exchange views and information with the authorities and general public, with a focus on finding solu-

tions to problems. This forum also produces specific material, such as a handout on dealing with reli-

gious questions in schools.327 In view of the rising demand for Muslim pastoral care within public insti-

tutions, the Canton of Zurich supports the Association of Islamic Organisations in Zurich (VIOZ) in 

assuring the quality of these services.328 In recent years, several cantons have produced recommen-

dations and handouts on Islamic burial practices and made burial plots available.329 

The Ordinance on measures to guarantee the security of minorities in need of special protection 

(VSMS) was drafted in 2018, on the basis of a concept drawn up by the Swiss Security Network 

(SSN). Sent out by the Federal Council for consultation at the start of 2019, the ordinance would allow 

the government to spend up to CHF 500,000 annually on measures to protect particularly vulnerable 

minorities. Alongside technical measures to protect buildings and prevent attacks, the funds could also 

be used to support training courses on identifying risks and averting threats as well as public aware-

ness campaigns. The ordinance covers not only religious communities, but also the Yenish, 

Sinti/Manouches and Roma, and groups that are classed as a minority because of their sexual orien-

tation (homosexuals, bisexuals, transsexuals and intersexuals).330 

Various religious communities are engaged in efforts at the local and national level to improve under-

standing between the religions (interfaith dialogue) and raise the profile of religion as a whole. The 

Swiss Council of Religions, which was set up as a platform for dialogue between Christian, Jewish and 

Muslim religious communities in 2006, engages in a regular exchange of views with federal govern-

ment representatives. The House of Religions in Bern opened its doors in 2014, providing a space in 

which the followers of eight faiths (Alevism, the Baha’i Faith, Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Juda-

ism, Islam and Sikhism) can practice their religion and hold public events in a spirit of mutual ex-

change. However, the House of Religions is about more than learning to live together peacefully – it 

employs a variety of activities, events and instruments to maintain a dialogue between people of dif-

ferent faiths and people who do not identify themselves as religious. Several hundred public events 

have been held since the opening, including guided tours that have boosted the knowledge and un-

derstanding of school classes, public officials and companies, as well as building trust between the 

                                                      

326 Postulate 18.3414 Rechtsgleichheit für religiöse Gemeinschaften in der Schweiz. Bericht submitted by the Greens on 30 
May 2018 (not yet dealt with by the Council). 

327 www.entwicklung.bs.ch > Integration > Religion > Runder Tisch der Religionen beider Basel (in DE) 

328 www.islam-seelsorge.ch (in DE)  

329 See, for example, Canton of Zurich: www.integration.zh.ch > Migrantinnen & Migranten > Religionsgemeinschaften > Mus-
limische Organisationen (in DE); or Canton of Bern: www.jgk.be.ch > Die Direktion > Über die Direktion > Weitere Meldungen 
(Kanton gibt Empfehlungen für islamkonforme Bestattungen vom 8. Februar 2016; in DE/FR) 

330 www.admin.ch > Dokumentation > Medienmitteilungen > Besonders gefährdete Minderheiten: Bund beteiligt sich an Kosten 
für den Schutz (30.1.2019); in DE/FR/IT) 

http://www.entwicklung.bs.ch/
http://www.islam-seelsorge.ch/
http://www.integration.zh.ch/
http://www.jgk.be.ch/
http://www.admin.ch/
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members of the various religions.331 In May 2018, the Swiss Federation of Jewish Communities and 

the Platform of Liberal Jews in Switzerland awarded the first ‘Dialogue Prize’. CHF 10,000 each went 

to a Muslim and a Jewish laureate from the German-speaking part of the country and to a Jewish and 

Protestant laureate from the French-speaking part in recognition of their efforts to bring Swiss religious 

communities closer together and encourage further exchange.332  

The Week of Religions has been held in the first week of November every year since 2016. The pro-

gramme of nationwide events is sponsored by 20 interfaith groups and platforms, and coordinated by 

IRAS COTIS, an interfaith working group. Drawing on experiences previously gathered during the 

Week of Religions, the group’s website now also features ideas for events and activities that people 

could organise themselves.333 In 2017, the working group launched the Dialogue en Route project, 

primarily seeking to involve young people in the dialogue between the religions. Specially trained 

young guides show school classes and other groups of young adults around selected religious and 

cultural sites and educational facilities, or accompany them along trails and routes that facilitate learn-

ing encounters.334  

Since its inauguration in 2016, the Zurich Institute for Interreligious Dialogue (ZIID; until 2015 the Zü-

rcher Lehrhaus) has served as an educational establishment that promotes dialogue between Christi-

anity, Judaism and Islam. As well as organising many courses and panel discussions on current inter-

faith and intercultural topics, the ZIID experts regularly contribute to the public debate, thus helping to 

maintain objectivity in the discussion of individual religions and how they co-exist.335 

The churches in Bern regularly tackle racism head-on: for some years they have been taking part in 

the city’s anti-racism action week, running their own activities that attract great numbers of the Re-

formed and Catholic communities.336 

In the years under review, 2017 and 2018, the SCRA provided 12 projects promoting the peaceful 

coexistence of Switzerland’s religious communities with financial support. Most of these dealt with 

hostility towards Muslims and/or Jews.  

6.3.2 Anti-Muslimism and measures to combat it 

In 2017, 379,748 members of the permanent resident population aged 15 and over described them-

selves as Muslim (5.4% of the population).337 The proportion of practising Muslims roughly matches 

that of the other major religions.338 Other than people with no religious affiliation, the Muslim commu-

nity has the lowest rate of regular worship attendance – 46% said they had not taken part in any reli-

gious services in the 12 months preceding the survey. They also tend to pray less frequently; howev-

er, the proportion of Muslims who pray several times a day is higher than for most other denomina-

                                                      

331 www.haus-der-religionen.ch  

332 The award went to Protestant deacon Maurice Gardiol and Jewish prayer leader Eric Ackermann for their interfaith platform 
in Geneva and to Muris Begovic, Secretary of the Association of Islamic Organisations in Zurich, and Noam Hertig, Rabbi of the 
Zurich Israelite Religious Community, for promoting dialogue between Jews and Muslims. See: www.dialogpreis.ch 

333 www.iras-cotis.ch > Woche der Religionen (in DE/FR/IT) 

334 www.iras-cotis.ch > En Route (in DE/FR/IT) 

335 www.ziid.ch  

336 www.kathbern.ch > Fachstellen > Fachstelle Sozialarbeit > Migration > Aktionswoche gegen Rassismus (in DE) 

337 www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Language and religion  

338 Federal Statistical Office (FSO): Religiöse und spirituelle Praktiken und Glaubensformen in der Schweiz. Erste Ergebnisse 
der Erhebung zur Sprache, Religion und Kultur 2014. Neuchâtel, 2016. 12% of Muslims visit a mosque at least once a week 
and 13% pray several times a day, while 17% pray daily or almost every day. 

http://www.haus-der-religionen.ch/
http://www.dialogpreis.ch/
http://www.iras-cotis.ch/
http://www.iras-cotis.ch/
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tions, with the exception of the evangelical community.339 There is a relatively dense network of Mus-

lim associations in Switzerland. It can be assumed that it is mainly practising Muslims who organise 

themselves in this fashion, in order to create the right conditions for practising their religion in the are-

as where they live. However, this also means that the Islamic associations, federations and organisa-

tions ultimately represent only a small number of those who identify with the religion.340 At present, 

the Islamic centres and mosques are organised along national lines, primarily reflecting the country of 

origin of the believers. There is no national association that could be said to represent all Muslims. 

There are two umbrella organisations: the steadily growing Federation of Islamic Organisations of 

Switzerland (FIOS) and the smaller and less active Coordination of Islamic Organisations of Switzer-

land (KIOS). Each represents the associations affiliated with it.  

Following a sharp increase in the number of cases of Muslims seeking advice after experiencing hos-

tility in 2015, the DoSyRa database has registered a consistently high level of anti-Muslim incidents 

since 2016. There were 44 cases (from a total of 278) in 2018 and 54 cases (from a total of 245) in 

2017. Advisory cases in the related category of hostility towards people from the Arab world remain 

frequent (24 cases in 2018 and 36 in 2017).341 The FCR’s collection of legal cases cites 3 convictions 

in this context in 2018 and 5 in 2017. The majority of these were related to online incidents.342 

On the whole, the FSO’s 2018 survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland (VeS) confirms the 

initial findings from the 2016 survey. The share of people saying they felt uncomfortable – either in 

their everyday lives, in their neighbourhood or at work – in the presence of people from a different faith 

remains at around 10%. However, this figure covers all religions and does not allow us to draw any 

conclusions about the prevalence of hostility towards Muslims. Just under one-third of the 12% of 

people claiming to have experienced discrimination on account of their religion in the last five years 

were Muslims. 343  

The FSO survey investigates specifically anti-Muslim attitudes through a series of standardised ques-

tions. The negative opinions344 were combined to form an index so that only consolidated attitudes 

were recorded. In the 2018 survey, the proportion of people with a hostile attitude to Muslims stood at 

11% (2016: 14%).345  

14% of the population also agreed consistently with all the negative stereotypes346 ascribed to Mus-

lims. However, 93% also believed that Muslims have their ‘good and bad points like everyone else’, 

and 4% rejected the negative stereotypes altogether. The majority of the population therefore refuses 

to subscribe to prejudices or preconceived ideas about Muslims. Nevertheless, like the pilot surveys 

that preceded them, the 2016 and 2018 VeS surveys confirm that the population’s agreement with 

negative opinions and stereotypes is highest with regard to Muslims. These results cannot be ana-

                                                      

339 www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Language and religion 

340 See FCM 2010: Muslime in der Schweiz. Identitätsprofile, Erwartungen und Einstellungen. Eine Studie der Forschungs-
gruppe “Islam in der Schweiz” (GRIS). Bern, 2010. www.ekm.admin.ch > Publikationen > Studien (in DE/FR)  

341 Beratungsnetz für Rassismusopfer: Rassismusvorfälle aus der Beratungspraxis. Januar bis Dezember 2018, Bern, 2019, p. 
14. 

342 www.ekr.admin.ch > Dienstleistungen > Sammlung Rechtsfälle > Statistischer Überblick > Ideologie (in DE/FR/IT) 

343 Special evaluation by the FSO for the SCRA. 

344 List of negative statements: ‘Switzerland would be better off without any Muslims’; ‘ban them from practising their religion’; 
‘halt immigration’. 

345 Due to changes in the methodology, these figures are not directly comparable with the higher results returned by the gfs 
pilot survey (2014: 18%; 2012: 18%; 2010: 13%). 

346 List of stereotypes: ‘fanatical’, ‘aggressive’, ‘oppress women’ and ‘disrespect human rights’. 

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.ekm.admin.ch/
http://www.ekr.admin.ch/
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lysed in any greater detail until 2020, when the data from the first three FSO surveys becomes availa-

ble.347 

At the end of 2017, the gfs.bern research institute published a pilot study on discrimination experi-

enced by Muslims in Switzerland. 83% of the Muslim respondents agreed that Muslims are discrimi-

nated against in Switzerland. More than half of those interviewed said they had experienced discrimi-

nation in the past 12 months because they were Muslims or knew of someone in their personal envi-

ronment who had done so. Discrimination was most frequently encountered when job hunting or in the 

workplace and in public. 85% of respondents believe that Islam is portrayed negatively in the Swiss 

media. 74% consider that Switzerland is not doing enough to combat racism and 80% find it could do 

more to combat Islamophobia.348 

The hardened social discourse on Islam and constant pressure for Muslims to justify themselves – 

which is also expressed in the gfs report – is prompting more and more young Muslims to take a close 

look at their religion. This is the conclusion arrived at in a study by the University of Lucerne, also pub-

lished in 2017. Whereas public attention is focused on radicalisation, the study finds that young Mus-

lims in Switzerland take a pragmatic and critical approach to statements made by religious authorities 

– whether in the mosque or on the internet. The people around them play a greater overall role than 

well-known preachers. Young Muslims come up with their own critical and independent interpretation 

of their parents’ religion.349 

A study produced by the Federal Commission against Racism (FCR) in 2018 assessed the quality of 

reporting on Muslims in Switzerland350 by analysing a representative sample of print and online arti-

cles on Muslims from 18 newspapers across the three main language regions between 2009 and mid-

2017. The results revealed three problem areas: 

 A growing concentration on the issues of radicalisation and terror has been evident since 

2015 at the latest. Topics that would reflect reality as experienced by most of Switzerland’s 

Muslim population – such as successful integration and everyday life – receive only marginal 

coverage.  

 The growing number of articles that create distance between Muslims and the general popu-

lation by emphasising largely problematic and negative aspects of their lives in a way that 

fails to reflect reality also constitutes a problem. 

 Although the number of articles making broad generalisations showed a downward trend in 

the years under review, there was evidence of a problematic link between divisive reporting 
                                                      

347 The Bertelsmann Stiftung’s Religion Monitor also contains data on Switzerland. People across the continent are asked 
about their personal attitude to religion and the relationship between religion and society. The surveys have been conducted 
three times to date (2007, 2013 and 2016). The results of the most recent survey appeared in the 2017 edition of the Religion 
Monitor. 17% of non-Muslim respondents in Switzerland said they did not want Muslims as neighbours – a higher figure than 
that reported by the VeS survey. Around 35% of the Muslims claimed to have experienced discrimination – the highest figure for 
all 5 countries included in the survey (i.e. Switzerland, Germany, Austria, France and the United Kingdom). See 
www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de > Our projects > Religion Monitor > Publications > Muslims in Europe – Integrated, but not ac-
cepted?  

348 Golder, Lukas / Mousson, Martina: Hinweise auf erlebte, aber kaum registrierte Hasskriminalität. Pilotstudie Diskriminie-
rungserfahrungen Muslime in der Schweiz. gfs.bern, Bern 2017 (in DE). See: www.gfsbern.ch > Publikationen> Dossiers > 
Zusammenleben Schweiz & Migration > Hinweise auf erlebte, aber kaum registrierte Hasskriminalität (3.1.2018; in DE). The 
study was commissioned by the Union of European Turkish Democrats (UETD). It is not entirely representative, as people of 
Turkish origin and/or from German-speaking Switzerland were over-represented in terms of the overall Muslim population. 
Organised Muslim groups provided the addresses of Muslims living in Switzerland who were willing to take part. 

349 Baumann, Martin / Endres, Jürgen et al.: Hallo! Es geht um meine Religion! Muslimische Jugendliche in der Schweiz auf 
der Suche nach ihrer Identität. University of Lucerne, Center for Research on Religion, Lucerne, 2017. See: www.unilu.ch > 
Fakultäten > Kultur- und Sozialwissenschaftliche Fakultät > Institute, Seminare, Forschungsstellen > Zentrum Religionsfor-
schung > Forschung > Imame, Rapper, Cybermuftis (in DE) 

350 FCM: Qualität der Berichterstattung über Muslime in der Schweiz. Bern, 2018. See www.ekr.admin.ch > Publikationen > 
Studien (in DE/FR/IT) 

http://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/
http://www.gfsbern.ch/
http://www.unilu.ch/
http://www.ekr.admin.ch/
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and the use of generalisations, i.e. applying negative stereotypes to all Muslims in Switzer-

land. The study goes so far as to label this type of reporting, which accounts for 8% of all arti-

cles but features much more frequently in certain of the newspapers, as discriminatory.351  

In September 2017, the FCR joined forces with the Universities of Fribourg and Lucerne to host a 

symposium entitled ‘Hostility towards Muslims: Society, Media and Politics’. The talks at this event, 

which included a presentation on the above study, made it clear that anti-Muslimism is a fact and that 

a more differentiated perspective is urgently called for.352  

In keeping with the significance accorded to radicalisation in the media, several procedural requests 

dealing with radicalisation and jihadism were submitted to Parliament. Calls were made for Muslim 

organisations and places of worship to be monitored more closely, for political Islamic activists to be 

expelled from the country and for certain Islamic organisations to be banned. One representative 

submitted a number of procedural requests on the presence of Muslims in the armed forces.353 A 

broad debate was held on introducing Muslim military chaplains and on the Federal Council’s conten-

tion that the military chaplaincy service would not be able to fulfil its remit in future without recruiting 

Muslims to this position, while noting that conditions (especially regarding training and qualifications) 

are not yet right for this to happen.354 All of the parliamentary procedural requests on this issue had 

either been rejected or not yet dealt with by the end of 2018. 

The National Platform for Youth and Media also made Islamic extremism one of the focal points of its 

2017–18 priority topic ‘Radicalisation on the internet’. The Federal Social Insurance Office supported 

four pilot projects that develop counter-narratives, three of which were concerned with preventing Is-

lamic radicalisation.355 

The referendum on the ‘Yes to a ban on full facial coverings’ popular initiative submitted in the autumn 

of 2017 is likely to be held in 2019. Launched by the ‘Egerkinger Committee’, which was previously 

responsible for the anti-minaret initiative, it demands that a new article be added to the Federal Consti-

tution banning facial coverings in all public places and in any place which is accessible to the public or 

in which services are provided that are generally accessible to everyone. The ban is not to apply to 

places of worship.356 Although the initiative’s primary aim is to outlaw Islamic attire (and it is thus 

commonly referred to in the media as the ‘Burka ban initiative’), the text does not contain any refer-

ences to Muslim full-body coverings; the ban would also extend to people who conceal their faces 

while taking part in demonstrations. The Federal Council opposes a national ban and presented its 

own indirect counterproposal on 27 June 2018, which provides for action to be taken at the legislative 

level that takes due account of the federalist nature of the system and the principle of proportionali-

ty.357  

                                                      

351 48% of Weltwoche articles fall into this category, followed by SonntagsBlick (24%) and Blick (11%). See FCM 2018: p. 19. 

352 The contributions to the event and its outcomes are summarised in TANGRAM No. 40. www.ekr.admin.ch > Publikationen 
> TANGRAM (in DE/FR/IT) 

353 For an overview of these parliamentary procedural requests see www.ekr.admin.ch > Dienstleistungen > Politische Agenda 
zu Rassismus und Antirassismus > Religion, Kultur, Integration (in DE/FR/IT) 

354 See Statement of the Federal Council of 23 August 2017 in reply to Interpellation 17.3278 Wie ernst ist es dem Bundesrat 
mit der Einführung von Armee-Imamen? submitted by Beat Arnold on 2 May 2017 (in DE/FR/IT). Parliamentary initiative 17.485 
Keine muslimischen Armeeseelsorger in unserer Armee submitted by Jean-Luc Addor on 29 September 2017.  

355 www.jugendundmedien.ch > Experten und Fachwissen > Schwerpunkte (summary in EN) 

356 For the text of the initiative see: www.bk.admin.ch > Politische Rechte > Volksinitiativen > Chronologie Volksinitiativen (in 
DE/FR/IT) 

357 www.ejpd.admin.ch > Latest News > News > 2018 > Federal Council wants targeted action instead of a general ban on 
facial coverings (27.6.2018) 

http://www.ekr.admin.ch/
http://www.ekr.admin.ch/
http://www.jugendundmedien.ch/
http://www.bk.admin.ch/
http://www.ejpd.admin.ch/
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A ban on face coverings has been in force in the canton of Ticino since 2016. To date, only football 

and ice hockey fans have been fined. Voters in St Gallen approved the introduction of a similar ban in 

2019. However, the canton’s new legislation gives the police far greater discretion in enforcing the ban 

than their counterparts in Ticino. The Landsgemeinde (people’s assembly) of the canton of Glarus, on 

the other hand, rejected a motion to ban facial concealment in May 2017.  

In the wake of the debate that broke out when two Muslim schoolboys refused to shake the hand of 

their female teacher on religious grounds (as mentioned in the last report), a procedural request call-

ing for the obligatory handshake requirement to be put on a legal footing was submitted to the Federal 

Assembly. The motion was overwhelmingly rejected at the National Council’s 2017 autumn session, 

partly with reference to the autonomy of the cantons in matters of education.358 

Muslims are able to bury their dead according to Islamic rites in various communes throughout the 

country. There is no uniform policy or practice. Some communes reserve separate burial plots for 

Muslims while others have found compromise solutions. Burials in accordance with Muslim rites are 

possible at least in Basel, Bern, Geneva, Liestal, La Chaux-de-Fonds, Le Locle, Lugano, Lucerne, 

Olten, Sissach, Thun, Winterthur and Zurich. The possibility of allowing Muslim burials is currently 

under discussion in Neuchâtel, Lausanne, St Gallen and other places. 

As an academic centre of excellence that also functions as a mediator, the Swiss Centre for Islam and 

Society (SZIG) plays an important role in bringing objectivity to the public and political debate on Islam 

and society, which is often mired in generalisations and prejudice. The SZIG completed its project 

entitled ‘Muslim organisations as social actors’, which received funding from the SEM and the SCRA, 

in 2018. A previous baseline assessment had shown that any continuing education and training oppor-

tunities available at the time invariably dealt with Islam and society from the point of view of main-

stream society and barely reached Muslim target groups. The follow-up project succeeded in 

strengthening the dialogue and partnership with Muslim organisations, and developing specific CET 

courses. A course entitled ‘Muslim chaplaincy and support in an interreligious context’ was also 

launched in 2018.359  

The need for suitable continuing education and training opportunities was also revealed by a pilot pro-

ject to expand Muslim pastoral care into state-run asylum centres that came to an end in 2018. This 

was developed by the SEM together with two of the country’s national churches (Swiss Reformed and 

Catholic) and the Swiss Federation of Jewish Communities (SIG), and the Association of Islamic Or-

ganisations in Zurich (VIOZ) was responsible for its implementation. In its evaluation report, the SZIG 

stated that the asylum seekers, members of the centre’s care team and the Christian chaplains all 

believed that Muslim pastoral care brings real added value. According to the report, the Muslim chap-

lains were able to build bridges between the cultures of the asylum seekers’ countries of origin and 

that of Switzerland, thus helping convey an open and humanist picture of Islam. However, the ques-

tion of financing must be resolved before the programme can be rolled out to all the federal asylum 

centres.360  

The SCRA provided a total of CHF 114,000 in financial support in the period under review to nine pro-

jects aimed at preventing hostility towards Muslims. Compared with the preceding reporting period, 

this is almost double the number of projects and double the amount of support. The topics dealt with – 

and organisations responsible – cover a very wide range and include projects that encourage encoun-

                                                      

358 Motion entitled Gesetzliche Grundlage für den Handschlag (Mo. 16.3392) submitted by Sandra Sollberger on 7 June 2016 
(in DE/FR/IT). 

359 www.unifr.ch > Interfakultär > Schweizerisches Zentrum für Islam und Gesellschaft > Weiterbildung > Projekt MOGA (in 
DE/FR) 

360 www.sem.admin.ch > Dokumentation > Medienmitteilungen > Muslimische Seelsorge im Testbetrieb Zürich: Pilotprojekt 
zeigt positive Resultate, 16.2.2018 (in DE/FR/IT) 

http://www.unifr.ch/
http://www.sem.admin.ch/
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ters and dialogue, projects that take an informational and educational approach and projects that ac-

company and support victimised individuals and groups. One of the projects is #SwissMuslimStories, 

run by the FSIO as part of the National Platform for Youth and Media priority topic previously referred 

to: sponsored by the Ummah – Muslimische Jugend Schweiz association, the project posts short vid-

eos online that illustrate the diversity of lifestyles and personalities of Swiss Muslims. By inviting Mus-

lims to speak for themselves, #SwissMuslimStories adds an important new dimension to the current 

media and public discourse on Islam.361  

The applications received and the SCRA’s practice of supporting projects both reflect the increasing 

virulence of anti-Muslim sentiment as described above and the greater vigilance being applied to this 

subject.  

6.3.3 Anti-black racism and measures to combat it 

Anti-black racism was dealt with extensively by a number of different institutions during the reporting 

period. Therefore, this report will now take a detailed look at this particular topic.  

The rejection of black people based on the negative traits and behaviours that are ascribed to them 

can be traced back to the racist ideologies of the 18th and 19th centuries, which served as justification 

for colonialism and slavery. In Switzerland today, a number of very different population groups are 

affected by hostile attitudes of this kind: several generations of immigrants from Africa, south Asia, 

North and South America, and neighbouring European countries. Many of the victims are Swiss citi-

zens. However, as Switzerland does not gather data by ethnic origin and physical appearance, we do 

not have a complete picture of which sections of the population as a whole are particularly vulnerable 

to this type of racism. Rough estimates can be made on the basis of nationality or place of birth, but 

this approach does not take into account Swiss citizens or naturalised immigrants and their descend-

ants. In addition, nationality or country of birth are not very reliable indicators when it comes to immi-

grants from Brazil, the USA or South Africa, for instance. In the closing report of the symposium on 

anti-black racism in Switzerland held on 3 May 2018, the Swiss Forum for Migration and Population 

Studies (SFM) assumes that some 115,000 members of the permanent resident population at the end 

of 2016 had been born in Sub-Saharan Africa. This leads to the conclusion that – bearing in mind the 

above limitations – at least 1.4% of the Swiss resident population identifies or is perceived as black.362 

Because of the meagre data available, it is not possible to make firm statements about the socio-

economic position of this group. It is thus difficult to evaluate structural discrimination with regard to 

access to education or employment, for example.363 The question of gathering group- or ethno-

specific data was discussed in connection with various studies and papers produced during the report-

ing period, with interest groups and researchers joining the call for suitable survey tools to be intro-

duced.364 As a result, in autumn 2018 the SCRA commissioned a report investigating the opportuni-

ties and benefits of collecting data in this way.365  

The report suggests that official statistics should be reviewed on a regular basis to gauge how accu-

rately they reflect the actual diversity within Swiss society. Nevertheless, the author comes to the con-

clusion that technical reasons preclude official statistics from gathering data on ‘racial origin’ and that 

                                                      

361 www.swissmuslimstories.ch (in DE)  

362 Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier: Arbeitstagung zu Anti-Schwarzen Rassismus in der Schweiz vom 3. Mai 2018. 
Tagungsbericht im Auftrag der Fachstelle für Rassismusbekämpfung (FRB). SFM, SFM Studies #70d, Neuchâtel, 2018. 

363 Aeberli, Marion: Schwarze: eine sichtbare Minderheit. Demos 2/2019, Federal Statistical Office (FSO), Neuchâtel, 2019. 

364 Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier 2018, pp. 11–12. 

365 Haug, Werner: Daten zu Gleichbehandlung und Diskriminierung nach Herkunft und ethnokulturellen Merkmalen. Stand und 
Optionen für Statistik und Forschung. Bern, 2019: www.frb.admin.ch > Fachstelle für Rassismusbekämpfung > Monitoring und 
Berichterstattung > Studien und Beiträge (due to appear in autumn 2019; in DE/FR/IT) 

http://www.swissmuslimstories.ch/
http://www.frb.admin.ch/
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there are no alternative concepts available at present covering all the possible characteris-

tics/identities that can be derived from the term ‘race’. Instead, the required information should be 

acquired through a plurality of approaches to quantitative and qualitative surveys and research. The 

report argues that support for these approaches must be scaled up and the results presented more 

visibly.366  

In this spirit of plurality, anti-black racism was the subject of a symposium and various studies, surveys 

and recommendations during the reporting period. Taken together, they provide an up-to-date picture 

of anti-black racism in Switzerland and the debate on this topic. The next section of the report takes a 

detailed look at the results – starting with the survey data, which is compared with the figures from the 

advice networks (DoSyRa) and the FCR's collection of legal cases, and followed by the results and 

recommendations of the studies and the symposium coordinated by the SCRA.  

Survey results and advice centre data 

The first interim module of the VeS survey enquired into the subject of anti-black racism. Conducted in 

the spring of 2017, this ad-hoc survey also provided the opportunity to test potential improvements to 

the main questionnaire.367 The in-depth module provides information on the attitudes of Switzerland’s 

population towards black people by recording opinions, perceptions and stereotypes.368  

As the VeS surveys do not explain what exactly they mean by ‘black people’, the responses may be 

based on different concepts of what ‘being black’ means.369 The two studies and the symposium were 

concerned with racism directed against people who are perceived as black or who identify themselves 

as such. Essentially, this means persons of African origin, who have been marked by the legacy of 

colonialism and slavery (African descent).370 However, the question of how black people of non-

African descent (for example, from south Asia) are affected by anti-black racism has not yet been fully 

clarified.  

The VeS survey reveals two trends that initially appear contradictory: most of the population agree that 

black people are discriminated against, yet they also tend to reject the idea that anti-black racism ex-

ists. Whereas discrimination when looking for housing and work is widely recognised, a mere 15% 

systematically believe that anti-black racism is a problem.371 76% of the population believe that black 

people in Switzerland have more difficulty in finding housing, and 72% agree that discrimination exists 

in the labour market. At the same time, 51% see anti-black racism as a secondary problem, and 45% 

consider that black people complain too often about being discriminated against.  

Specific everyday situations were used to test the extent to which those taking part in the survey per-

ceive certain behaviours as racist. Insulting a passenger on a bus, refusing to be cared for by a black 

nurse, ignoring black customers in a shop and questioning a black work colleague’s intelligence were 

all considered racist by more than 70% of the population. The figure was lower for police stopping a 

black person and checking their ID for no apparent reason (66%). Overall, 45% of the population con-

sistently viewed all of these behaviours as racist.  

                                                      

366 See chapter 5: Available data 

367 For a discussion of the difficulties associated with the current questions, see the SCRA’s 2016 report, pp. 101–102. 

368 For results, see: www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and Coexist-
ence in Switzerland > Attitudes towards Black people 

369 Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier 2018, p. 11. 

370 See Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier , 2018, p. 11 and FCM 2017, p. 22. Four distinctive characteristics of anti-
black racism were put forward in a presentation on the legal study: inferiorisation due to colonialism and slavery; dehumanisa-
tion legitimised by ‘enlightened’ science; normalisation of invasive attacks on black bodies; inevitability of stigmatisation (visible 
minority) (Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier, 2018, pp.12–13).  

371 Aeberli, Marion 2019. 

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
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Situations involving ‘new’ forms of racism372 are seen as racist by the majority of respondents (be-

tween 51% and 68%), although they are less frequently identified as such than the ‘traditional’ situa-

tions mentioned above.373 The example in which a qualified black nurse, born and educated in Swit-

zerland, is always asked where she comes from by her patients received the lowest score (34% per-

ceived this as racist behaviour). Only 17% of the population consistently found all of the situations in 

which new forms of racism are encountered to be racist.374 

The results of the interim survey show that 6% of the population consistently agree with all the nega-

tive characteristics attributed to black people, and 9% with all the positive characteristics.375 Mirroring 

those results, the negative characteristics also tend to be rejected more (7%) than the positive ones 

(5%).  

Another block of questions explores attitudes to colonialism and slavery. Half (51%) of the population 

disagrees with the statement that there is less racism towards black people in Switzerland due to the 

fact that the country did not have colonies. And one third would be in favour of black people receiving 

reparation for having been subjected to slavery. 61% are against it. 

The FSO results provide further details on which sections of the population recognise anti-black rac-

ism.376 Women, younger people, the well-educated, and people living in urban areas tend to have a 

greater awareness of racist situations.  

The main VeS survey conducted in 2018 gathered information on attitudes to anti-black racism by 

posing a series of standardised questions. This part of the survey is similar in design to the sections 

concerning anti-Muslimism and antisemitism, i.e. the respondents are asked to indicate to what extent 

they agree or disagree with a range of stereotypes and positive or negative statements. A further 

question allows people to reject a general categorisation of blacks as a group (by agreeing with the 

opinion that black people ‘have their good and bad points like everyone else’).377 As with the other 

blocks of questions on specific groups, it was possible to construct an index of negative opinions.378 In 

                                                      

372 The FSO makes a distinction between ‘traditional’ racism (i.e. pseudo-scientific racism based on the biological and genetic 
principles of different human races), and ‘new forms’ of racism, i.e.: insidious, subtle racism (more indirect forms of racism which 
sometimes go as far as presenting cultural differences in a (pseudo-) positive form); everyday racism (recurring questions or 
gestures that can be insidiously racist but sometimes motivated by ignorance, stupidity or simple curiosity); institutional, contex-
tual racism (the result – intentional or otherwise – of public policy or certain institutions, which are not able to guarantee equal 
opportunities and which may even contribute to the stigmatisation or exclusion of certain groups). See: www.bfs.admin.ch > 
Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and Coexistence in Switzerland > Attitudes towards Black 
people > Definitions 

373 The situations are as follows: a black engineer is refused a managerial position because his employer is afraid he won’t be 
accepted by the team; a teacher advises a young black person not to go to college despite having good marks; in a smart res-
taurant, the waiter talks down to a black customer; a black soldier wearing Swiss army uniform always has to explain why he is 
doing military service. See: www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and 
Coexistence in Switzerland > Attitudes towards Black people 

374 Aeberli, Marion 2019. 

375 List of negative characteristics: lazy workers; impulsive; difficulty following rules; scroungers (social benefits); violent. List of 
positive characteristics; open-minded and warm-hearted; willing to help others; resilient; athletic; outgoing. See: 
www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and Coexistence in Switzerland > 
Attitudes towards Black people The FSO points out that the results are strongly influenced by the (number of) stereotypes pre-
sented during the survey.  

376 See the interactive chart at: www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and 
Coexistence in Switzerland > Attitudes towards Black people. 

377 As the questions in this part of the survey had not featured in any previous studies conducted in Switzerland, the state-
ments put forward for agreement were largely inspired by long-standing surveys in other countries. Additional questions were 
based on research outcomes, especially from studies on post-colonialism and critical race theory. 

378 The negative opinions are: ‘there are too many blacks in Switzerland’; ‘the presence of black people in Switzerland contrib-
utes to rising crime’; ‘it is not good for society if there are too many mixed marriages’; ‘black people can’t really be trusted’; 
‘black people who don’t adapt to our way of life should be sent back where they came from’; ‘you only have to look at their 
countries of origin to see that black people are not capable of taking responsibility for themselves and cannot get by without 
outside assistance’. 

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
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the 2018 survey, 11% of the population agreed with the negative statements – much the same as in 

2016.  

7% of the population also agreed systematically with all the negative stereotypes.379 This figure is 

higher than that returned by the previous survey. At the same time, it can be seen that black people 

tend to be viewed more favourably compared with the stereotypical perceptions of the other groups 

(Muslims and Jews). 95% of people believe that black people ‘have their good and bad points like 

everyone else’, and 9% reject the negative stereotypes presented in the survey completely. Neverthe-

less, between 5% and 7% of the population said they felt uncomfortable – either in their everyday 

lives, in their neighbourhood or at work – in the presence of people of a different colour. 15% of people 

claiming to have been discriminated against in the preceding 5 years said this happened on account of 

their colour or physical appearance.  

Even though there has been little change in the figures returned thus far, the results of the FSO survey 

are not yet entirely meaningful as they cannot be analysed in any greater detail until 2020, when the 

data from the first three surveys becomes available.  

The DoSyRa database recorded 96 cases of anti-black racism in 2018 (from a total of 278). In 2017, 

there were 95 (of a total of 245) cases in this category.380 In other words, anti-black racism is the most 

common form of discrimination mentioned in the reporting period, after general xenophobia.381  

The FCR’s collection of legal cases documented 11 convictions for anti-black racism in 2018 and 9 in 

2017.382 

Results of studies and conferences 

There have been very few studies in Switzerland to date focusing specifically on racism directed 

against people who are either perceived as black or who identify themselves as such. For that reason, 

at the start of 2016 the SCRA asked a group of researchers led by the Swiss Forum for Migration and 

Population Studies (SFM) to examine how anti-black racism manifests itself in Switzerland, and to 

describe the related phenomena from the point of view of the affected group (emic perspective).383 

One of the objectives of this study was to provide a basis for formulating the questions to be included 

in the ad-hoc module of the VeS survey referred to above. The main results and findings were previ-

ously presented in the 2016 report.384 To summarise, everyone who took part in the study said they 

had experienced anti-black racism and been marked by the experience. Anti-black racism was most 

frequently encountered by the participants in the guise of supposedly cultural differences being point-

ed out in everyday situations, combined with a paternalism that implied white superiority. It was ex-

pressed through stigmatising attitudes, gestures, remarks or jokes that were insulting, yet subtle. Be-

cause of their ambiguous nature, these could not always be labelled as racist, thus making it all the 

more difficult to react to them. Ultimately, this type of racism can lead to black people being excluded 

from society. Almost all of those questioned mentioned racial profiling as well as institutional racism 

                                                      

379 Negative stereotypes: black people are ‘work-shy’, ‘violent by nature’, ‘have difficulty in respecting rules’ and are ‘only out to 
get what they can for themselves’. 

380 Beratungsnetz für Rassismusopfer: Rassismusvorfälle aus der Beratungspraxis. Januar bis Dezember 2018, Bern, 2019, p. 
11.  

381 Beratungsnetz für Rassismusopfer: Rassismusvorfälle aus der Beratungspraxis. Januar bis Dezember 2018, Bern, 2019, p. 
14. 

382 www.ekr.admin.ch > Dienstleistungen > Sammlung Rechtsfälle > Statistischer Überblick > Ideologie (in DE/FR/IT) 

383 Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier: Etat des lieux du racisme anti-Noir·e en Suisse. Etude exploratoire à l’attention du 
Service de lutte contre le racisme (SLR). SFM, SFM Studies #67f, Neuchâtel, 2017. 

384 Service for Combating Racism. Racial discrimination in Switzerland. 2016 report of the Service for Combating Racism. 
Bern, 2017, pp. 102–104. 
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observed in politics and the media. Discrimination in public places, on public transport, in dealings with 

public officials, at work and at school were also frequently mentioned. The study confirms that – 

whether we are talking about victims or perpetrators – anti-black racism can be found in all social 

classes and age groups, regardless of gender and language region. However, there are differences in 

how it manifests itself. For example, men tend to experience more direct racism and women more 

sexual harassment. The male participants mentioned police checks, while their female counterparts 

repeatedly referenced sexist and racist advertising. The study was not able to come to any definite 

conclusions about differences between the language regions or between town and country.385  

Comparing these results with those of the VeS survey clearly illustrates that the victims’ view of anti-

black racism in Switzerland is diametrically opposed to the general population’s assessment of the 

problem. Many sections of the population are unaware of the everyday and structural dimensions 

of anti-black racism and thus do not realise that the problem of racist thought patterns and practices 

cannot be reduced to one of individual (mis)behaviour. As a result, the extent to which anti-black rac-

ism is seen as a relevant social problem is limited – even in professional circles such as those in-

volved in integration or anti-discrimination work.386 The study’s authors therefore believe there is a 

need to focus more on social processes, structures and institutions in order to make existing power 

relations and privileges more visible.387  

In parallel with the SCRA study, which focuses on how Switzerland’s black population sees the situa-

tion, the FCR asked the Center of Social Law at the ZHAW to investigate specific dimensions of anti-

black racism from a legal standpoint.388 Following a look at the origins and use of the term ‘anti-black 

racism’ in legal theory, the study goes on to consider the obligations to combat this type of racism 

arising from international law, before concluding with a roundup and evaluation of the action taken by 

the Swiss government. The FCR published its study at the end of 2017, together with a summary and 

recommendations.389 The two studies referred to above, the results of the VeS survey and the FCR's 

recommendations were presented and discussed at a symposium in May 2018, which was coordinat-

ed by the SCRA and attended by researchers and representatives of civil society, the authorities and 

specialist advice centres. The SFM produced an accompanying report on behalf of the SCRA that 

documents the exchanges and provides a bibliography of the papers discussed.390  

As far as the legal framework is concerned, the symposium participants agree with the studies that 

the existing instruments and scope for applying legal sanctions are not sufficient to guarantee protec-

tion. The prohibition of racial discrimination enshrined in the Constitution is seen as largely ineffective 

when it comes to protecting Switzerland’s black population. Provisions under private law for combating 

racism are practically non-existent. On the other hand, the anti-racism penal provision generally func-

tions well as an instrument but is very limited in its scope. An analysis of the legal cases related to 

anti-black racism reveals that the prosecution authorities are not concerned with the specific ways in 

which this particular type of racism works.391 Furthermore, the law as interpreted thus far does not 

                                                      

385 Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier 2017, pp. 67–72. 

386 Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier 2017, p. 71 and Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier 2018, p. 15. 

387 Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier 2017, p. 11. 

388 Naguib Tarek / Pärli, Kurt et.al.: Anti-Schwarze-Rassismus. Juristische Untersuchung zu Phänomen, Herausforderungen 
und Handlungsbedarf. Im Auftrag der Eidgenössischen Kommission gegen Rassismus (EKR). ZHAW, Winterthur/Basel, 2017. 

389 Federal Commission against Racism FCR 2017, Empfehlungen zum Thema Rassismus gegenüber schwarzen Menschen 
in der Schweiz. Kurzfassung der Studie. 2017 Bern 

390 Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier: Arbeitstagung zu Anti-Schwarzen Rassismus in der Schweiz vom 3. Mai 2018. 
Tagungsbericht im Auftrag der Fachstelle für Rassismusbekämpfung (FRB). SFM, SFM Studies #70d, Neuchâtel, 2018. 

391 FCR 2017, pp. 27–28. 
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permit new, culturalising forms of racism to be brought to justice, and the low volume of case law on 

the subject leads to greater legal uncertainty. These barriers lessen the black population’s confidence 

in the judicial authorities and the police.392 That being the case, there is room for improving access to 

justice at both the material and procedural level.393 The fact that the term ‘racism’ is frequently re-

placed by other expressions (e.g. xenophobia) that the general public considers less emotive – or so 

victims and professionals believe – is another factor that helps play down the problem.394 This trend 

can also be observed in the legal context, where increasing efforts are being made to replace the word 

‘race’ in legislative texts with less controversial terms such as ‘ethnicity’. The question thus arises of 

whether – and to what extent – ‘anti-black racism’ can be covered by terms other than ‘race’. The legal 

opinion commissioned by the SCRA came to the conclusion that there are, as yet, no other expres-

sions capable of encompassing all of the characteristics that may give rise to discrimination which are 

currently covered by the term ‘race’, and that any alternatives would have to show the required respect 

for fundamental and human rights.395 

The studies show that – although anti-black racism is one of the most frequent reasons for seeking 

advice – only a very few of the victims turn to specialist advice centres, which are either not well-

enough known or held to be largely ineffective. Accordingly, there is a need for easily accessible advi-

sory services that are trusted by the black population. The advice centres must specialise in combat-

ing anti-black racism, improve their networking and the way they work together with target groups and 

organisations.396 Their lack of knowledge about the mechanisms and specific characteristics of anti-

black racism was criticised at the symposium. Hiring more black advisers could boost confidence in 

these services. Lastly, it was noted that practical measures need to be taken to make the centres 

more accessible to the public (opening times, language skills, etc.).397  

There are also gaps in the world of politics and public administration that require addressing: the 

study commissioned by the FCR in particular reproaches the authorities for their lack of awareness of 

the long-term effects of colonialism.398 This is because Switzerland has not yet built up a body of aca-

demic research into its historical role in colonialism. As a result, it has failed to sufficiently recognise 

the systematic unfavourable treatment and degradation of black people of African descent, in the form 

of structural discrimination and everyday racism, as a problem.399 The authors find that authorities at 

the cantonal and communal level tend to trivialise anti-black racism, and that too little has been done 

to address the issue, despite the fact that specialist services such as the integration offices have ex-

pressed a desire to learn more about this type of racism.400 The SFM study also clearly indicates that 

the public administration is particularly susceptible to institutional racism.401 The FCR calls on politi-

                                                      

392 Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier 2018, p. 23. 

393 FCR 2017, p. 10. 

394 Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier 2018, p. 15. 

395 For further details see chapter 4: Legal framework 

396 FCR 2017, p. 15 and Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin,Didier 2017, pp. 70–71. 

397 Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier 2018, p. 23. 

398 Following the publication of the FCR’s study and recommendations, an interpellation was submitted to the National Council 
requesting the Federal Council’s opinion on whether the FCR had overstepped its mandate by calling for Switzerland to exam-
ine its role in colonialism. In its response, the Federal Council describes the FCR’s tasks and voices its support for the Commis-
sion’s actions. See: Interpellation 17.4169: Braucht die Schweiz eine staatlich orchestrierte Aufarbeitung des Kolonialismus? 
submitted by Peter Keller on 14 December 2017.  

399 FCR 2017, p. 10. 

400 FCR 2017, pp. 27–29. 

401 Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier 2017, pp. 67–72. 
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cians to refrain from making stigmatising statements and to avoid verbal blunders at the expense of 

minority groups.402 

One question that had been the subject of controversial debate ahead of the symposium was the pe-

culiarities of anti-black racism. There is a lack of consensus regarding the phenotypic visibility of 

victims and the stigmatisation that invariably goes along with it. In addition, anti-black racism has gen-

erally recognised links to the remnants of pseudo-scientific racism, which continues to have an influ-

ence today. However, neither the researchers involved in the SFM study nor the people they ques-

tioned were able to uniformly agree on the basic elements that define anti-black racism.403 The debate 

on the term ‘race’ must also be understood in this context. While the existence of biological ‘races’ is 

now considered disproven, the extent to which ‘race’, as a social construct and social category, can be 

applied solely to anti-black racism or whether it can also be used in relation to anti-Muslimism, anti-

semitism or antigypsyism becomes particularly relevant.404  

This discussion also gives rise to the question of whether specific or general measures are required 

to combat racism in general and anti-black racism in particular. The action taken during the reporting 

period has made it clear that too little is known about anti-black racism among those working in poli-

tics, the law and the public administration, as well as among the general population, and that the lack 

of special legal provisions make it difficult to recognise, address and combat this type of racism. Spe-

cific measures are also required with regard to the advisory services on offer. The FCR is called upon 

to carry out more political lobbying and media-savvy interventions as a measure to combat anti-black 

racism.405 

Another distinction that urgently needs to be made – especially according to the activists – concerns 

the way in which racism and anti-black racism is dealt with in the integration work done by the state. 

A clear line must be drawn between anti-black racism and migration-related concerns as the impact 

and people affected are different in each case.406  

Measures and activities to protect against discrimination 

In the two years covered by this report, the SCRA financed seven projects seeking to prevent anti-

black racism. These included two projects that explored Switzerland’s entanglement in slavery and 

colonialism and its present-day legacy with the purpose of raising awareness of racist stereotypes, 

colonial knowledge production and current dependencies.407  

In the last few years, a number of new organisations specifically devoted to anti-black racism and the 

fight against it have stepped into the public eye. One of these is Bla*Sh – Black She, a network of 

black women that has existed for some years but only began holding public workshops and readings 

in 2016.408 The Alliance against Racial Profiling was also founded in 2016. It campaigns against insti-

tutional racism in the Swiss police force and Swiss Border Guard, with a focus on anti-black racism 

(see chapter 6.2.8). The Collectif Afro-Swiss (CAS), an alliance of activists from western Switzerland 

dedicated to combating anti-black racism, also deserves a mention. Although CAS was set up years 

                                                      

402 FCR 2017, pp. 12–13. 

403 Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier 2017, pp. 67–72. 

404 Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier 2018, p. 13. 

405 Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier 2018, p. 29. 

406 Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier 2018, p. 28. For the question of the relationship between integration work and 
combating racism, see also chapter 6.1.1 (Embedding protection against discrimination in the cantonal integration pro-
grammes). 

407 We are referring to two projects run by the Cooperaxion foundation, see: www.cooperaxion.org > Schweiz (in DE) 

408 See www.facebook.com/NetzwerkBlackShe/ (in DE/FR)  

http://www.cooperaxion.org/
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earlier, it too only began organising public events around 2016.409 Some of these and various other 

organisations took part in the local and regional anti-racism weeks during the reporting period or or-

ganised their own activities explicitly drawing attention to anti-black racism. Examples include the Ka-

nakentribunal of the Berner Rassismusstammtisch410, a staged show trial examining whether symbols 

with racist connotations such as the ‘Moor’s head’ emblem of a local guild are still appropriate, and the 

guided tours exploring the colonial legacy of Bern and Neuchâtel run by the Cooperaxion founda-

tion.411  

A number of, sometimes vigorous, debates on racist symbols and products took place in the period 

under review: critics petitioned two companies in Aargau and Basel-Landschaft to change the name of 

their chocolate-coated marshmallow treats from Mohrenkopf (i.e. ‘Moor’s head’) to ‘Chocolate Kiss’. In 

Geneva, the case of a sweet recalling colonial depictions of black people became the subject of legal 

action. And in Basel in 2018, the names and symbols of a carnival society and band that also featured 

words and images from the colonial era sparked not only a debate, but also protests and demonstra-

tions of solidarity. Right-wing extremists wearing t-shirts bearing the number 88, a symbol for the Nazi 

salute in far-right circles, joined the demonstration in support of the two organisations. The organisers 

of the demonstration did not object to the presence of these right-wing extremists. In response to the 

criticism, the carnival society announced a few months later that it would no longer use the logo that 

many people considered racist. However, it decided to keep its name, which had also been criticised. 

Summing up, we can note a greater tendency among black people in Switzerland to self-organise.  

Conclusion 

The work done in the period under review provides a comprehensive basis for specifically addressing 

anti-black racism – even though there is a need for further research, particularly into the different life 

situations and experiences of the victims of anti-black racism, whether or not they have a migrant 

background.412 Switzerland’s first ever symposium on the subject was a step in this direction. During 

this event, it became evident that racism directed at black people is specific, at least in the sense that 

their skin colour cannot be overlooked, regardless of their descent or nationality, and inevitably leads 

to stigmatisation.413 However, the studies conducted and especially the FSO’s interim survey show 

that new forms of anti-black racism, which are more culturalising in nature – i.e. subtle, everyday inci-

dences of unfair treatment that are not actually based on ideology but refer primarily to supposed cul-

tural differences – are less likely to be recognised by the general population. This additionally height-

ens the discrepancy between the perceptions of people who have experienced racism and the lack of 

social recognition of the problem.414 There is a need for action at several levels: there must be greater 

recognition of anti-black racism as a structural and institutional problem, and the significance of colo-

nial history for present-day Switzerland must be acknowledged.  

                                                      

409 See https://collectifafroswiss.wordpress.com/ (in FR)  

410 See www.facebook.com/Berner.Rassismus.Stammtisch (in DE)  

411 See www.cooperaxion.org/Switzerland/  

412 See Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier, 2018, p. 27 and FCM 2017, p. 16. 

413 See also FCR 2017, p. 22; Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier 2018, p. 13 and Efionayi-Mäder, Denise / Ruedin, Didier 
2017, p. 68. 

414 Aeberli, Marion 2019. 
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6.3.4 Antisemitism and measures to combat it 

More than 18,000 Jews live in Switzerland (roughly 0.3% of the resident population aged 15 and over), 

with just over half of them residing in the canton of Zurich and the Lake Geneva region.415 The Jewish 

communities are officially recognised under public law in six cantons (Basel-Stadt, Bern, Fribourg, St 

Gallen, Zurich and Vaud), although they have retained their status as associations under private law in 

Zurich and Vaud. In all the other cantons, they are organised as private associations or founda-

tions.416 Since its ratification of the Council of Europe’s Framework Convention for the Protection of 

National Minorities in 1998, Switzerland has recognised its Jewish population as a national minority 

alongside the Yenish and Sinti/Manouches. Most of the country’s Jewish communities have come 

together to form two umbrella organisations: the Swiss Federation of Jewish Communities (SIG)417 

and the Platform of Liberal Jews in Switzerland (PLJS)418. 

The DoSyRa database registered 5 antisemitic incidents in 2018 (from a total of 278), compared with 

6 (from a total of 245) in 2017.419 One of the reasons for these low figures is the fact that some cases 

are never recorded as victims do not always confide in an advice centre that is part of the reporting 

network. The FCR's collection of legal cases recorded 4 cases of antisemitism in 2018 and 16 in 

2017.420 The report on antisemitism compiled by the SIG and the Foundation against Racism and 

Antisemitism (GRA) documents 42 antisemitic acts in German-speaking Switzerland in 2018 and 39 in 

2017. Online incidents are listed separately: 535 cases were recorded in this category in 2018 and 90 

in 2017.421 The report compiled by Coordination Intercommunautaire Contre l'Antisémitisme et la Dif-

famation (CICAD), an NGO based in western Switzerland that fights antisemitism and defamation, 

disclosed 174 incidents in 2018 and 150 in 2017. In 2018, 64% of these cases happened online, as 

opposed to 46% in 2017. In other words, both CICAD and the SIG observed a considerable rise in the 

number of incidents compared with the previous reporting period. Moreover, both highlight the growing 

importance of the internet (and social media in particular) as a vehicle for spreading antisemitic con-

tent. The majority of online incidents involved antisemitic conspiracy theories.422 In view of the in-

crease in antisemitic content, especially on Facebook and Twitter, CICAD is calling for stricter controls 

of these platforms. The organisation also recommends that traditional media institutions step up their 

efforts to stop antisemitic content slipping through the control net and being posted in online reader 

comments.423  

These results corroborate those of a survey of Jewish people living in the EU conducted by the Euro-

pean Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) in 2018, which found that 90% of respondents be-

                                                      

415 In 2017, 18,092 members of the permanent resident population aged 15 and over indicated that they belonged to the Jew-
ish religious community. A large number of followers of the Jewish faith live in the cities of Zurich (3,723) and Geneva (1,915). 
www.bfs.admin.ch > Statistiken finden > Bevölkerung > Sprachen und Religionen > Religionen (in DE/FR/IT) 

416 This means the communities are granted certain rights, such the right to levy taxes or to teach religious education in state 
schools. It does not imply recognition as a state religion. 

417 www.swissjews.ch  

418 https://www.liberaljews.ch  

419 Beratungsnetz für Rassismusopfer: Rassismusvorfälle aus der Beratungspraxis. Januar bis Dezember 2018, Bern, 2019, p. 
11. 

420 www.ekr.admin.ch > Dienstleistungen > Sammlung Rechtsfälle > Statistischer Überblick > Ideologie (in DE/FR/IT) 

421 Swiss Federation of Jewish Communities (SIG) / Foundation against Racism and Antisemitism (GRA). Antisemitismusber-
icht 2018. See: www.antisemitismus.ch > Management Summary (EN). As well as reported acts, the antisemitism report also 
features incidents covered by the media; those occurring online (especially on Facebook and Twitter) are counted separately. 

422 Coordination intercommunautaire contre l’antisémitisme et la diffamation (CICAD). Antisémitisme en Suisse romande. 
Rapport 2018. Geneva, 2019. The CICAD report (in French) covers the findings for French-speaking Switzerland. 

423 CICAD 2019, p. 23. 
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lieve that antisemitism is on the rise in the country where they live. Around 90% also consider anti-

semitism expressed online to be a problem.424  

Additional data can be found in the FSO’s 2018 survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland 

(VeS).425 15% of the victims of discrimination stated they had been discriminated against in the pre-

ceding 5 years because of their religion; 2% of these were Jewish. The VeS survey also measures 

hostile attitudes directed specifically towards Jews through a series of standardised questions. Nega-

tive opinions of Jewish people were combined to form an index.426 In the 2018 survey, 9% of the pop-

ulation agreed with the negative statements with which they were presented. 12% also agreed with the 

suggested negative stereotypes.427 These figures have remained stable compared with the 2016 sur-

vey. 

On the other hand, 95% of the population agreed with the statement that Jewish people ‘are just like 

everyone else’ and 12% refused to even express an opinion on the negative stereotypes. These re-

sults cannot be analysed in any greater detail until 2020, when the data from the first three FSO sur-

veys becomes available.  

The SCRA published an updated version of the ‘Report on the action taken by the federal government 

to combat antisemitism in Switzerland’ in October 2017.428 It documents the action taken by the com-

petent government agencies to combat antisemitism and provides an overview of the prevention and 

awareness-raising measures, the applicable law and the situation regarding the protection of Jewish 

people and institutions in Switzerland. During the same period, the Federal Council asked the Swiss 

Security Network (SSN) to develop a concept for improving the coordination of efforts to protect par-

ticularly threatened minorities in future. This lead to the draft Ordinance on measures to guarantee the 

security of minorities in need of special protection (VSMS), which was sent out by the Federal Council 

for consultation at the start of 2019.429 

In March 2017, Switzerland took over the chairmanship of the International Holocaust Remembrance 

Alliance (IHRA)430, which gave it the opportunity to step up its efforts to combat all forms of antisemi-

tism during that 12-month period. Under Switzerland’s chairmanship, the Alliance drew up its first ever 

strategy, setting out its priorities for the next few years. These concerned the conservation and safe-

guarding of places and documents related to the Holocaust. In addition, the IHRA seeks to challenge 

Holocaust distortion and not simply Holocaust denial.431 The Swiss chairmanship paid particular atten-

tion to the preservation of historical sites in certain member states. Moreover, the IHRA experts on the 

genocide of the Roma invited representatives of Yenish and Sinti/Manouches organisations to Geneva 

and representatives of Roma organisations to Bern for a dialogue on the situation of these communi-

                                                      

424 https://fra.europa.eu > Publications & resources > Publications > Experiences and perceptions of antisemitism - Second 
survey on discrimination and hate crime against Jews in the EU 

425 www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and coexistence in Switzerland 

426 The following negative statements were used: ‘jointly responsible for their persecution’, ‘too much influence on world 
events’, ‘exploitation of the Holocaust’, ‘loyalty first and foremost to Israel’, ‘too much influence on Switzerland’, ‘all Jews should 
go to Israel’. 

427 The stereotypes are as follows: Jews are ‘greedy for money’, ‘successful in business’, ‘hungry for power’ and ‘politically 
radical’. 

428 www.frb.admin.ch > Monitoring and reporting  

429 See chapter 6.3.1 (Coexistence of religious communities).  

430 The organisation aims to promote research and education about the Holocaust and other genocides and to preserve the 
memory of victims through commemorations and memorials, especially in its 31 member countries. Switzerland has been a 
member of the IHRA since 2004; see: www.holocaustremembrance.com  

431 www.eda.admin.ch > News > Dossiers > Archive > Switzerland’s chairmanship of the International Holocaust Remem-
brance Alliance in 2017  
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ties in Switzerland and their prospects. The individual activities are featured in the Federal Department 

of Foreign Affairs (FDFA) report on Switzerland’s chairmanship of the IHRA.432 Special mention must 

go here to the exhibition entitled ‘The Last Swiss Holocaust Survivors’, which was created by the 

Gamaraal Foundation with the support of the FDFA and the SCRA and toured through Switzerland in 

2017–18 before being shown in the USA, Germany and Singapore. The exhibition attempted to put a 

personal face on the story by presenting portraits and video testimonies of the last Holocaust survivors 

now living in Switzerland.433 The IHRA also commissioned the University of Teacher Education in 

Lucerne to develop an app entitled Fliehen vor dem Holocaust. Meine Begegnung mit Geflüchteten. It 

enables school pupils to consider the fate of five people who were forced to flee from National Social-

ism. In addition, the 15 volumes of ‘Memoirs of Holocaust Survivors’ were translated into French by 

school classes and the General Secretariat of the Federal Department of Home Affairs (GS-EDI) in 

2017, and published by the FDFA.434 

During Switzerland’s chairmanship of the IHRA, the FCR also devoted a great deal of attention to anti-

semitism and dedicated the June 2017 issue of its TANGRAM magazine to the subject.435 Alongside 

several articles which revealed a certain degree of continuity between antisemitism in a historical con-

text and in the current age of globalisation and digitalisation, the contributors also discussed ways and 

means of combating antisemitism. One example of good practice cited is the e-learning tool developed 

by the GRA on the origin and meaning of problematic terms. The tool (available in German only) is 

based on the GRA’s glossary of historically charged words and explores topics such as Judaism, Na-

tional Socialism, Islam and the discrimination and persecution of other minorities.436 TANGRAM also 

features another new learning tool, this one aimed at primary schoolchildren, which looks at the Holo-

caust through the life stories of Jewish women and men who fled to Switzerland when they were 

young to escape National Socialism.437  

The SCRA provided a total of CHF 46,500 in financial support in the period under review to four pro-

jects aimed at preventing antisemitism. The National Coalition Building Institute (NCBI) expanded its 

project Respect – Muslim- und Judenfeindlichkeit gemeinsam überwinden by acquiring new regional 

partners, organising events that were increasingly supported by local religious communities and boost-

ing its presence on social media. The project aims to eliminate racism, prejudices and misunderstand-

ings between and about the Jewish and Muslim minorities in Switzerland, and to address conflict-

ridden issues in a constructive manner.438 The SIG continued its ‘Likrat – Encounters with Judaism’ 

project, an outreach scheme that sees Jewish youngsters invited into schools to speak about what it 

means to be Jewish in order to get classes talking about antisemitism, racism and discrimination.439 

Other projects to combat antisemitism are mainly conducted by schools, such as those to commemo-

rate Holocaust Remembrance Day on 27 January.  

                                                      

432 www.eda.admin.ch > News > Dossiers > Archive > Switzerland’s chairmanship of the International Holocaust Remem-
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436 https://gra.ch > Education > E-Learning Tool 
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the Zoom series published by the Zürcher Lehrmittelverlag, see www.lvmz.ch > Shop 

438 www.ncbi.ch > Projekte > Vorurteile abbauen > Respect – Muslim- und Judenfeindlichkeit gemeinsam überwinden (in 
DE/FR)  

439 www.likrat.ch > For Schools 

http://www.eda.admin.ch/
http://www.last-swiss-holocaust-survivors.ch/
http://www.eda.admin.ch/
http://www.ekr.admin.ch/
https://gra.ch/
http://www.ivmz.ch/
http://www.ncbi.ch/
http://www.likrat.ch/
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6.3.5 The situation of the Yenish, Sinti/Manouches and Roma  

The Yenish people are an indigenous minority in Switzerland, with their own language, most of whom 

have become sedentary, often under threat of force or to avoid persecution. Some 30,000 Yenish are 

estimated to live in Switzerland; of these, 2,000 to 3,000 are semi-nomadic.440 There are also a few 

hundred Swiss Sinti/Manouches (the Sinti in the French-speaking part of the country call themselves 

Manouches). The Swiss Sinti/Manouches speak Sintitikes, a variant of the Romani language, and 

mostly lead a semi-nomadic existence. In the summer months, those Yenish and Sinti/Manouches 

with a nomadic lifestyle travel in small family groups, pursuing a variety of itinerant trades. They mostly 

spend the winter season in caravans, wooden chalets or containers at an encampment or ‘stopping 

place’, during which time the children attend the local school. They are registered with the authorities 

at the place of their winter encampment and pay their taxes there. Due to a lack of stopping places, 

many also spend the winter in residential housing. 

The number of Roma living in Switzerland is estimated at around 80,000.441 They are, and always 

have been, sedentary. In the summer months, however, itinerant Roma – mainly from France, Ger-

many, Italy and Spain – travel through and around Switzerland in their caravans. Roma is a generic 

term for all members of various groups that speak Romani or share a common Roma origin. 

Switzerland has recognised the Swiss Yenish and Sinti/Manouches as minorities within the meaning 

of the Council of Europe’s Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities. The federal 

government, cantons and communes have a particular duty to protect them in addition to promoting 

the conditions necessary for persons belonging to these minorities to maintain and develop their cul-

ture. Specifically, this means maintaining and creating the stopping places and short-stay areas that 

are indispensable to the nomadic way of life and promoting and preserving the Yenish culture and 

language.442 In his opening address at the 2016 Feckerchilbi festival, Federal Councillor Alain Berset 

explicitly acknowledged that the generic term ‘travellers’ was unsuitable and said that the Yenish and 

Sinti/Manouches would henceforth be referred to by the names they bestow upon themselves.443  

The settled Roma in Switzerland do not enjoy the protection accorded by the Framework Convention, 

as this was originally linked in the case of the indigenous Yenish and Sinti/Manouches to their itinerant 

way of life. In 2015, two Swiss Roma organisations submitted a request for recognition of the country’s 

Roma as a national minority. They argued that the presence of Roma in Switzerland has been docu-

mented since the 15th century and that many of the Swiss Roma speak their own language and main-

tain their own culture. In view of the historical links between Sinti/Manouches and Roma, they failed to 

understand why the former were recognised as a national minority while the latter were not. The Swiss 

Centre of Expertise in Human Rights issued a brief expert opinion in 2016 in which it assessed the 

possibilities open to Roma living in Switzerland for achieving recognition as a minority. The authors 

came to the conclusion that recognition of the Swiss Roma was ultimately a political question and that 

they have a chance of being recognised if they satisfy the criteria laid down in the interpretative decla-

                                                      

440 www.bak.admin.ch > Sprachen und Gesellschaft > Jenische und Sinti als nationale Minderheit > Weiterführende Informati-
onen (in DE/FR/IT) 

441 The exact number of Roma living in Switzerland is not known. The figures quoted here are estimates provided by Roma 
organisations. There are estimated to be 10 million Roma living in Europe. 

442 www.bak.admin.ch > Sprachen und Gesellschaft > Jenische und Sinti als nationale Minderheit > Weiterführende Infor-
mationen (in DE/FR/IT) According to the Federal Supreme Court, the state has an obligation to enable the itinerant way of life. 
See Federal Supreme Court decision BGE 129 II 321 of 28 March 2003 (in FR).  

443 www.edi.admin.ch > Dokumentation > Reden > Jenische und Sinti bereichern die Schweiz (speech given on 15.09.2016; in 
DE) 

http://www.bak.admin.ch/
http://www.bak.admin.ch/
http://www.edi.admin.ch/
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ration made by Switzerland444 when it ratified the Framework Convention (in particular, evidence of 

their long-standing, firm and lasting presence in Switzerland as a community with its own struc-

tures).445 A majority of the cantons said they would support the request if the federal government con-

sidered the criteria contained in its definition of what constitutes a minority to have been met.  

The request was subsequently rejected by the Federal Council in June 2018 on the grounds that the 

criteria of Swiss nationality and the will to safeguard their common identity were not sufficiently estab-

lished. However, the Federal Council did note that the Roma are “recognised as an integral part of 

Swiss society” and that the authorities have an obligation “to combat racism and negative stereotypes 

and to protect the Roma against discrimination”. The Federal Council cites various measures already 

taken in recognition of this fact. For example, the Yenish, Sinti/Manouches and Roma have all been 

represented on the Federal Commission against Racism (FCR) since 2016 and included in the consul-

tation procedure on the “improvement of the nomadic way of life and the promotion of Yenish, Sinti 

and Roma culture”.446 The organisations in question and the Society for Threatened Peoples (STP) 

criticised the decision as a continuation of the discriminatory policy towards Roma that has persisted 

for centuries and an expression of structural antigypsyism. They objected to evidence of long-

standing, firm and lasting ties with Switzerland being applied as a criterion for recognition in light of the 

persecution endured by the Yenish, Sinti/Manouches and Roma throughout centuries of the country’s 

‘Gypsy policy’.447 

The Roma organisations additionally submitted a request for recognition of Romani as a non-

territorially rooted minority language within the meaning of the European Charter for Regional or Mi-

nority Languages. According to the Federal Council, this is to be given consideration in its next period-

ical report on implementation of the Charter. Switzerland’s seventh country report, submitted in De-

cember 2018, now states that the request cannot be granted as the Romani language does not corre-

spond to the definition set out in the Charter. At the same time, the report says that the federal gov-

ernment champions projects to promote the culture and language of the Yenish and Sinti/Manouches 

– the latter of which is a variant of Romani.448 The Federal Office of Culture had commissioned re-

search into the language of the Sinti, and the 2018 report notes that the approximately 3,000 

                                                      

444 Declaration for the European Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities (SR. 0.441.1; in DE/FR/IT): 
Switzerland declares that in Switzerland national minorities in the sense of the Framework Convention are groups of individuals 
numerically inferior to the rest of the population of the country or of a canton, whose members are Swiss nationals, have long-
standing, firm and lasting ties with Switzerland and are guided by the will to safeguard together what constitutes their common 
identity, in particular their culture, their traditions, their religion or their language. 

445 The following elements must be respected: any request should be supported by all of the existing Roma organisations in 
Switzerland if possible; evidence that Roma have been present as a community in Switzerland for a long time, i.e. since the late 
19th century, with their own structures (e.g. groups, sub-groups, hierarchies) that allow them to be seen not as a group of indi-
viduals and families but as part of the greater social fabric, including firm figures on the number of Roma (excluding 
Sinti/Manouches) with Swiss citizenship; and evidence that Swiss Roma actually have their own identity, i.e. proof that the 
cultural traditions of the community that set them apart from the rest of the Swiss population are still actively practised. In addi-
tion, positive opinions are required from at least several cantons and communes with Roma residents. See Kälin, Walter/Locher, 
Reto 2016: Kurzgutachten zur Beurteilung einer Anerkennung von Roma als Minderheit in der Schweiz. At: www.skmr.ch > 
Themenbereiche > Institutionelle Fragen > Publikationen (22.3.2016, in DE) 

446 www.admin.ch > Documentation > Press releases > Roma in Switzerland: an integral part of society but not a national 
minority (1 June 2018) 

447 www.gfbv.ch > Medien > Medienmitteilungen > 1. Juni 2018: Keine Anerkennung als nationale Minderheit: Roma-
Organisationen kritisieren Bundesratsentscheid (in DE/FR). The organisations refer to the Fourth Opinion of the Council of 
Europe Advisory Committee, in which Switzerland is urged and recommended to revise the two criteria of long-term residence 
and citizenship in favour of an inclusive approach to implementing the Framework Convention. No amendments have been 
made to the Convention thus far. See also: www.eda.admin.ch > Foreign policy >International law > International Human Rights 
Conventions > Council of Europe Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities 

448 Seventh state report by Switzerland of 7 December 2018, p. 18, at: www.bak.admin.ch > Sprachen und Gesellschaft > 
Sprachen > Europäische Charta der Regional- und Minderheitensprachen (in DE/FR/IT) 

http://www.skmr.ch/
http://www.admin.ch/
http://www.gfbv.ch/
http://www.eda.admin.ch/
http://www.bak.admin.ch/
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Sinti/Manouches in Switzerland all speak a Romani dialect and that the Sinti/Manouches would sup-

port the recognition of the Romani language.449  

Action plan 

Following demands by the Yenish and Sinti/Manouches and related parliamentary procedural re-

quests, in 2014 the Federal Council signalled its willingness to develop specific measures for improv-

ing the living conditions of these two groups. To this end, a working group was set up, in which Roma 

representatives were invited to take part. Under the leadership of the Federal Office of Culture (FOC), 

the working group went on to produce a catalogue of recommendations by mid-2016. The proposed 

measures concerned stopping places and short-stay areas, education, social insurance, culture and 

identity as well as enabling the Zukunft für Schweizer Fahrende foundation to continue its work. At the 

end of 2016, the Federal Council took note of a draft action plan, which is now being implemented.450 

The FOC provided information on the status of implementation at the end of 2018:451 as far as educa-

tion is concerned, reconciling the itinerant way of life with school attendance by children remains a 

challenge. The report cites the Schule unterwegs project as an innovative example. Funded by the 

City and Canton of Bern, it uses learning workshops, electronic aids and close contact with specially 

trained teachers to facilitate mobile learning for the children of families who spend the winter in the 

stopping place at Bern-Buech. A project was launched to develop teaching materials and encourage a 

direct exchange with Yenish-speakers in order to impart knowledge about the culture and history of 

the Yenish, Sinti/Manouches and Roma. The Zukunft für Schweizer Fahrende foundation is looking 

into setting up a legal advisory service that would provide counselling on social welfare, and the SCRA 

is working with the foundation to incorporate specific information about the itinerant way of life into its 

online guide.452 The federal government has greater competence in matters of culture and identity 

and thus more room for manoeuvre. The CHF 50,000 culture fund set up at the Zukunft für Schweizer 

Fahrende foundation in 2016 enabled various initiatives and projects to be realised during the report-

ing period. Other measures concerning culture and identity include the change in the language used 

by the Federal Administration to refer to these minorities. The new practice of calling them by their 

own designations rather than the generic term ‘travellers’ was prompted by Federal Councillor Berset’s 

speech at the 2016 Feckerchilbi. His appearance at this traditional gathering helped the Yenish and 

Sinti/Manouches gain wider recognition, and they have since been more proactive in generating pub-

licity. Efforts related to the itinerant way of life and creating suitable sites are discussed in the next 

section.  

Action to stop the racial profiling of Yenish, Sinti/Manouches and Roma and to recognise and combat 

antigypsyism as a specific form of racism do not form part of the national action plan, despite being 

called for by non-governmental organisations. The NGOs would also like to see greater inclusion and 

representation of these minorities on political bodies and a reappraisal of Switzerland’s past ‘Gypsy 

policy’.453  

Itinerant lifestyle 

                                                      

449 Rieder, Katrin: Sintitikes, die Sprache der Sinti. Unpublished study commissioned by the Federal Office of Culture (FOC). 
Bern, 2018 

450 www.bak.admin.ch > Sprachen und Gesellschaft > Jenische und Sinti als nationale Minderheit > Aktionsplan (in DE/FR/IT) 

451 Status of implementation of action plan, 07.12.2018, at www.bak.admin.ch > Sprachen und Gesellschaft > Jenische und 
Sinti als nationale Minderheit > Aktionsplan (in DE/FR) 

452 www.frb.admin.ch > Recht und Beratung > Rechtsratgeber (in DE/FR/IT) 

453 Alternative report on the fourth reporting cycle of Switzerland on the implementation of the Council of Europe Framework 
Convention for the Protection of National Minorities of April 2017, at www.gfbv.ch > Campaigns > For the rights of Roma, Sinti 
and Yenish 

http://www.bak.admin.ch/
http://www.bak.admin.ch/
http://www.frb.admin.ch/
http://www.gfbv.ch/
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Although only a small part of the Swiss Yenish and Sinti/Manouches leads an itinerant lifestyle, this 

aspect is very present in media coverage and public debate. This is directly linked to the problematic 

lack of stopping places and short-stay areas. Around 3,000 Yenish and Sinti/Manouches and, accord-

ing to estimates, up to 1,500 non-Swiss Roma travel around Switzerland in their caravans from spring 

to autumn. There are few places where they can stop – be that for a spontaneous stopover, a short-

term stay or somewhere to spend the winter months. This fact is known to both the communities 

themselves and the authorities, and is described in a report on sites for Yenish, Sinti/Manouches and 

Roma compiled by Espace Suisse in 2019.454 Aligning supply and demand in this area by 2022 is one 

of the objectives set by the federal government in its action plan. In its implementation progress report, 

the FOC mentions the division of powers between the federal government, cantons and communes, 

and the increasing restrictions on spontaneous stopovers as particular challenges. The report differen-

tiates between sites for Swiss Yenish and Sinti/Manouches on the one hand, and transit sites for for-

eign Roma on the other. New sites have been opened for the Swiss Yenish and Sinti/Manouches in 

five cantons (Basel-Stadt, Neuchâtel, Lucerne, Fribourg and Bern) since 2016, although three of these 

are provisional. Plans are well advanced for a further six sites in three cantons (Vaud, Jura and Bern). 

According to figures provided by the Zukunft für Schweizer Fahrende foundation, at the end of 2018 

there were 32 permanent short-stay areas available to the Swiss nomadic population, plus around 8 

provisional sites and 15 winter stopping places. Around seven sites are available to foreign itinerant 

groups. These include provisional sites and sites that are not officially secured under spatial planning 

arrangements.  

The Espace Suisse report puts forward specific recommendations for the authorities at every level of 

the federal system and private landowners. In addition to spatial planning measures, it mainly recom-

mends improved participation by representatives of the itinerant community and improved communica-

tion with the general public.455 

A survey of the cantons conducted by the FOC on the demand for sites specifically intended for for-

eign itinerant groups describes the geographic spread of that demand in precise detail and shows that 

a shortage of transit sites in one canton shifts the demand to other cantons. Consequently, the report 

comes to the conclusion that there must be some form of coordination between the cantons. Another 

of the FOC’s recommendations in the report is to create suitable conditions for spontaneous stopo-

vers.456 An examination of the situation of the travelling Roma in Switzerland and the challenges they 

face published by the STP in 2017 reaches the conclusion that many of the assumptions about itiner-

ant Roma commonly voiced in politics and the media have little to do with reality. The report is the first 

of its kind to describe the situation and needs of this group in detail. The investigation found that more 

and more short-stay areas can only be used by Swiss itinerants. The STP also recommends creating 

more sites, improving the infrastructure on existing sites, including the users of these sites in the plan-

ning processes, taking spatial planning action and improving coordination at the cantonal and commu-

nal level.457 The STP is not the only organisation to criticise the establishment of separate sites – in 

response to repeated demands from the Swiss nomadic communities – and the separate treatment of 

Swiss and non-Swiss itinerant groups. This situation, and, in particular, the banning of foreign itinerant 

groups from certain sites is also condemned by the Advisory Committee on the implementation of the 

Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities. In its most recent opinion, it “similarly 

                                                      

454 Raum & Umwelt, Espace Suisse, Dossiers zur Raumentwicklung: Halteplätze für Jenische, Sinti und Roma. Rechtliche und 
raumplanerische Rahmenbedingungen für Halteplätze. Bern, 2019.  

455 Ibid. 2019, pp. 50–54. 

456 Federal Office of Culture: Bedarf nach Transitplätzen für fahrende Gruppen aus dem Ausland. Ergebnisse der Umfrage bei 
den Kantonen. Bern, 2019. 

457 Society for Threatened Peoples: Fahrende Roma in der Schweiz. Bedürfnisse, Herausforderungen und Perspektiven. Bern, 
2017.  
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regrets a parallel tendency in political as well as in official discourse to differentiate non-Swiss and 

Swiss ‘Travellers’, with the potential consequence of inciting the rejection of foreigners”.458 The Advi-

sory Committee believes that creating sufficient sites could help defuse the tensions that exist be-

tween the different groups. 

Two pieces of draft legislation came in for strong criticism during the reporting period due to their im-

pact on the travelling communities. First, the Canton of Neuchâtel’s act on the encampment of nomad-

ic communities, which sets out the conditions under which the latter may station their mobile homes on 

cantonal territory and defines criteria that make an encampment illegal, thus allowing the authorities to 

commence eviction proceedings almost immediately. The lawfulness of the new act was the subject of 

an in-depth examination commissioned by the FCR. The resulting legal opinion found the act to re-

strict several fundamental and human rights that are enshrined in the Federal Constitution and various 

provisions of international law.459 Two private individuals, one Yenish organisation and the STP sub-

sequently lodged an appeal against this law with the Federal Supreme Court, which was turned down 

in February 2019.460 The organisations are considering taking further legal action at the international 

level. The second piece of legislation to attract criticism was the revised Bern Police Act, adopted by 

the cantonal parliament in 2018. “Unauthorised encampment on private and public land” (Art. 83 para. 

1h) now constitutes a “legitimate” reason for being moved on. This rule is aimed specifically at itinerant 

groups and was influenced by the media controversy surrounding Wileroltigen. According to a legal 

opinion requested by the STP, extending the removal order clause to include itinerant minorities vio-

lates both the prohibition of discrimination and the obligation to protect minorities.461 A number of or-

ganisations – including some representing the travelling communities – joined forces in the referen-

dum opposing the act. However, the reform was clearly approved by the electorate in February 2019. 

Data on discrimination and attitudes 

Four cases of ‘hostility towards Yenish, Sinti and Roma’ were recorded in the DoSyRa database in 

2018 (from a total of 278 incidents). Three incidents were registered in 2017 (from a total of 245).462 

However, it can be assumed that those affected do not always seek assistance from an advice centre 

that is part of the reporting network, preferring instead to confide in an individual or organisation they 

trust. The FCR's collection of legal cases has featured only 4 convictions for antigypsyism since 1995, 

the most recent of which dates back to 2012.463 At the start of 2019, the Regional Court of Bern-

Mittelland found the two co-chairmen of the SVP’s youth wing (JSVP) for the canton of Bern guilty of 

violating the anti-racism penal provision. The criminal complaint had been filed by the Verband Sinti 

und Roma Schweiz (VSRS) following a post published on Facebook as part of the JSVP’s election 

campaign, which used gross generalisations denigrating the Sinti/Manouche and Roma minorities. In 

May 2018, the STP and the VSRS also reported the chairman of the SVP parliamentary group of the 

town of Arbon to the criminal authorities for racial discrimination. Their complaint was prompted by 

statements he made in a St Gallen daily newspaper, which the two organisations considered defama-

tory towards Roma and generally portraying them as criminals. The politician was condemned by Ar-

                                                      

458 www.eda.admin.ch > Foreign policy > International law > International Human Rights Conventions > Council of Europe 
Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities 

459 www.ekr.admin.ch > Themen > Antiziganismus (in DE/FR/IT) 

460 BGE 1C_188/2018  

461 Schweizer, Rainer J.: Kurzgutachten über das Verbot der Diskriminierung von Fahrenden und deren Schutz als Minderheit 
im Blick auf die Totalrevision des Berner Polizeigesetzes. St. Gallen, 2018. At: www.gfbv.ch > Campaigns > For the rights of 
Roma, Sinti and Yenish 

462 Monitoring report Rassismusvorfälle in der Beratungspraxis. Januar bis Dezember 2017. Beratungsnetz für Rassismusop-
fer, 2019, p. 14. 

463 www.ekr.admin.ch > Dienstleistungen > Sammlung Rechtsfälle > Statistischer Überblick > Ideologie (in DE/FR/IT) 

http://www.eda.admin.ch/
http://www.ekr.admin.ch/
http://www.gfbv.ch/
http://www.ekr.admin.ch/
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bon district court on 20 May 2019. In the summer of 2017, three professional associations in Fribourg 

published an ad in two local newspapers warning the population not to entrust any work to ‘travelling’ 

tradesmen such as plasterers, painters, pavers, joiners and carpenters. A private action was brought 

against the associations and the two newspapers, claiming violation of the anti-racism legislation. Alt-

hough the private prosecutor’s office criticised the associations for their action in its 2018 ruling, it 

decided not to take the complaint any further.  

According to the FSO’s 2018 survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland (VeS), 21% of the 

population are uncomfortable in their everyday lives in the presence of people with an itinerant life-

style.464 The high figure for those made to feel uncomfortable by an itinerant lifestyle in comparison 

with the other groups is surprising and bears no relation to the small number of people who lead an 

itinerant way of life. There are no findings available that refer to the Yenish, Sinti/Manouches and Ro-

ma as population groups rather than focusing on their itinerant lifestyle. The FSO’s interim VeS survey 

in 2019 will explore attitudes towards an itinerant way of life, the Yenish, Sinti/Manouches and Roma 

in greater detail.465 

The use of transit sites and opposition to the creation of new sites were the main triggers for discrimi-

nating statements and public demonstrations in the period under review. An outright campaign against 

‘travellers’ was conducted in Wileroltigen in the canton of Bern, and in Meinisberg, also in the canton 

of Bern, a festival against ‘travellers’ was organised. While the cantonal authorities decided to go 

ahead with the transit site in Wileroltigen, the dropped their plans for Meinisberg in the wake of the 

protests. Alarmed by the violence of the reactions and the racism expressed, the Radgenossenschaft 

der Landstrasse addressed its concerns in a letter to Federal Councillor Alain Berset.466 

Measures to protect against discrimination 

The SCRA provided a total of CHF 26,000 in financial support in the period under review to five pro-

jects. One of these was the traditional gathering of the nomadic Yenish community, the Feckerchilbi, 

held in September 2018 in Fribourg. The gathering and accompanying programme of cultural events 

gave the general population an insight into the life of the Yenish and Sinti/Manouches. The aim was to 

help dispel fears and prejudices, thus encouraging mutual tolerance and understanding. A conference 

was held in Geneva as a follow up to the mediation project entitled Roms à Genève: Comment se 

projeter dans l'avenir. Hosted by Caritas Geneva and the Geneva School of Social Work, the event 

was aimed specifically at professionals working in the field, and one of its objectives was to generate 

ideas on financing and organising mediators to combat racism.  

The STP project ‘Travelling Roma in Switzerland – Information, Mediation and Awareness’, launched 

in 2017 with support from the SCRA, was continued during the reporting period. The project seeks to 

reduce the number of conflicts between travelling Roma groups, land owners, authorities and the po-

lice in Switzerland through the use of mediation. One of the project outcomes was the above report on 

the situation of travelling Roma in Switzerland.467  

The FOC allocated combined annual funding of some CHF 500,000 to the Radgenossenschaft der 

Landstrasse umbrella organisation and the Stiftung Zukunft für Schweizer Fahrende foundation for the 

                                                      

464 www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > Migration and integration > Diversity and coexistence in Switzerland 

465 According to the FSO’s 2014 survey on language, religion and culture, approximately 60% of the population believe that 
‘Swiss travellers’ (the term used in the actual survey) should be allowed to continue to lead their itinerant way of life, while 
around 10% of the settled community are opposed to the idea. The survey further shows that more than half of respondents are 
in favour of transit sites for ‘Swiss travellers’. Just under half did not know whether short-stay areas were available in the com-
mune in which they live. The survey is repeated every 5 years. See: www.bfs.admin.ch > Look for statistics > Population > 
Language, religion and culture survey. 

466 www.radgenossenschaft.ch (in DE)  

467 www.gfbv.ch > Campaigns > For the rights of Roma, Sinti and Yenish 

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/
http://www.radgenossenschaft.ch/
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106 

 

2016–19 period under Art. 17 of the Culture Promotion Act (CuPA). The Dispatch on the Promotion of 

Culture for the 2016–20 period (‘Dispatch on Culture’) states that the budget in support of the itinerant 

community for 2016–20 should be increased by CHF 300,000 per annum during that period, partly to 

allow these organisations to play a more active role in the creation of stopping places and short-stay 

areas. To this end, contributions totalling CHF 350,000 were awarded to two cantons (Vaud and Jura) 

in 2018. 

The Yenish, Sinti/Manouches and Roma were subject to compulsory social measures until the 1980s. 

The Federal Council issued an official apology to them in 1986. The Federal Act on Compulsory Social 

Measures and Placements prior to 1981 (CSMPA; SR 211.223.13), which came into force on 1 April 

2017, is intended to acknowledge and redress the injustice of the past. Individuals who identify as 

victims (as defined in the Act) and wished to claim their solidarity contribution were given the oppor-

tunity to submit an application to the Federal Office of Justice by the end of March 2018. The Federal 

Office of Justice intends to process the applications by the end of 2019.468 At present, 22 research 

projects are being run under the National Research Programme (NFP 76) on ‘Welfare and Coercion’, 

which was set up in 2017. A second call for proposals was held in 2018 to enable further gaps in the 

existing research to be closed.469  

  

                                                      

468 www.bj.admin.ch > Society > Compulsory social measures and placements > Solidarity contribution 

469 www.nfp76.ch  

http://www.bj.admin.ch/
http://www.nfp76.ch/
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7 Conclusion 

Any form of unequal treatment on the grounds of origin, language, religious affiliation or way of life that 

cannot be justified contravenes the anti-discrimination provisions enshrined in the Federal Constitu-

tion.470 It infringes the victim’s right to live a life of dignity and makes it difficult for different social 

groups to live together. The fact that there has been very little movement in the figures returned by the 

survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland and the number of cases dealt with by the advice 

centres does nothing to change this. Rather than indicating an absence of discrimination, low case 

numbers should, in fact, be seen as a sign that discrimination is often not recognised for what it is, and 

that victims have difficulty in accessing the reporting offices and advice centres. The studies on anti-

black racism and the antisemitism reports from both German- and French-speaking Switzerland reveal 

that many people affected by discrimination have adopted an attitude of resigned acceptance to these 

everyday experiences and consequently never turn to an advice centre. Even though the figures from 

the FSO’s survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland (VeS) have barely changed, they remain 

at a high level: more than one in three people are made to feel uncomfortable by people who are ‘dif-

ferent’ and one in ten have openly hostile attitudes towards Muslims, black people and Jews.  

This report describes the wide range of measures that have been taken during the period under re-

view, both by state actors and by civil society. It is true that a lot is being done. But these activities 

often take place on an ad hoc basis and do not form part of any long-term or broad-based strategy. In 

addition, the advice centres and non-governmental projects frequently lack planning security, as they 

have limited funding and are not able to count on long-term financial support. Protection against dis-

crimination is not always sufficiently factored in to action by the state to promote equality in certain 

areas of life. One of the reasons is almost certainly that discrimination and racism are not widely seen 

as a structural problem.  

The launch of the cantonal integration programmes (CIPs) was a milestone in this respect. For the first 

time, discrimination was defined as a structural barrier to peaceful and constructive coexistence, and 

protection against discrimination was made an integral part of integration policy. In other words, the 

first phase (2014–17) can be seen as a pioneering one. The second phase which is now under way 

(2018–21) must be used to establish protection against discrimination as part of the programme for 

encouraging integration and to secure the necessary resources, as only a few cantons have a long-

term strategy in place for implementing protection against discrimination as a cross-cutting task, and 

even fewer have set aside the required funding.  

Right-wing populists have come to power in some of the world’s largest economies during the report-

ing period. Charlottesville, Chemnitz and Christchurch happened. And even if these places are “not in 

Switzerland” and the data available for Switzerland does not point to any dramatic worsening of the 

situation, we should not let ourselves be fooled into thinking that Switzerland is isolated from these 

processes. Thanks to the internet and the media – which are given their own chapter in this report for 

the very first time – Christchurch is also in Bern and Chemnitz is also in Geneva. Radical right-wing 

positions are gaining more of an echo and their proponents are part of a global network. The Swiss 

population has noticed these developments and is worried by them: racism/xenophobia reached a 

record-high level of 14% in the 2018 Worry Barometer, a jump of 7% from the previous year (2017).471  

Therefore, an absence of drama should not lull us into becoming less vigilant.  

  

                                                      

470 Cst Art. 8. 

471 www.credit-suisse.com/worry-barometer  

https://www.credit-suisse.com/about-us/en/reports-research/studies-publications/worry-barometer.html
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8 Opinion of the Federal Commission against Racism  

10 questions for Martine Brunschwig-Graf, President of the FCR 

 

The results of the survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland (VeS) are stable in terms of xen-

ophobic and racist attitudes. Do you agree with this assessment or have you noticed a societal shift in 

this respect? 

The survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland gives us an insight into the general public’s 

attitudes to and perception of racism and xenophobia. Unchanging public attitudes and perceptions 

should not be confused with racist and/or discriminatory acts, which tend to increase in certain situa-

tions. On the social media, more and more discriminatory and hostile statements are being directed 

against certain minorities, foreigners in general and migrants in particular. 

Protection against discrimination has also been an integral part of the cantonal integration pro-

grammes (CIPs) since 2014. How do you judge the achievements to date?  

Protecting against racial discrimination is an important element of these integration programmes. Inte-

gration cannot be fully achieved if the people concerned feel they are being treated unfairly or discrim-

inated against. Integration involves respect for the rule of law. This is a requirement for everyone wish-

ing to live in Switzerland, but it is also a right to which everyone is entitled. The fundamental rights 

guaranteed by the Federal Constitution apply to all the country’s inhabitants. And that includes the 

right to not be discriminated against (Art. 8 Cst). 

The CIPs helped establish advisory services in every canton. Do people experiencing racism or dis-

crimination now find the support they need no matter where in Switzerland they live?  

The contact points and advice centres set up by the cantons and communes play an essential role in 

the fight against discrimination. These services must be made known and visible so that they can be 

accessed by all those who need them. It is important to stress that they must be staffed by advisers 

who have been trained to handle the diverse needs and issues that may arise. They also need suffi-

cient financial resources to do their job properly. 

Protection against discrimination has an important role to play in encouraging integration. But combat-

ing racism goes way beyond that. Where do you see the most urgent need for action at present?  

It is not only foreigners that are affected by racism and racial discrimination, but Swiss people too. So 

integration cannot be the only response to this problem. It is important for prevention work to be long 

term and for all the stakeholders to be involved, especially young people. The last two annual reports 

on racist incidents dealt with by the advice centres show that schools are not exempt from racial dis-

crimination. That is why the FCR will make this one of the priorities of its strategy.  

This report makes it clear how difficult it is to document and combat multiple discrimination. What 

meaningful approaches do you see for tackling this problem? 

Multiple and intersectional discrimination is a complex phenomenon. The various aspects of discrimi-

nation – specifically: gender, colour, origin, way of life and religion – must be taken into account when 

combating it. Specific knowledge and experience is required to identify this type of discrimination and 

deal with it appropriately. Above all, we also need to recognise that certain individuals or groups of 

people are particularly exposed and that it is necessary to pay particular attention to this vulnerability. 

The report also shows that racism is increasingly prevalent online. How does the FCR gauge this de-

velopment and what role can the FCR play here?  

In 2015, the FCR decided to mark its 20th anniversary by looking into diversity in Switzerland on social 

media. What it found still applies four years later. Discriminatory statements and hate speech are often 

spread by people who claim to speak on behalf of a silent majority. The fact that these statements go 

unchallenged or fail to cause an outcry strengthens them in this belief. Added to this is the fact that 

fake news and manipulated images are used as arguments in support of discriminatory speech. The 
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FCR doesn’t have any neat solutions, but it does believe that enacting further legislation is not neces-

sarily the right way forward. The first thing to do is remind platform and social network operators that 

they can be called to account for spreading material that falls under the Criminal Code. The publishers 

of electronic media must also be made more aware of the situation – especially those that host blogs 

or allow comments on online articles to be posted. Either way, censorship is not the answer. The in-

ternet and social media make trends visible and act as a multiplier. That’s why prevention really needs 

to be stepped up. Education and upbringing have a key role to play here. More than ever, it is crucial 

to teach the younger generation the value of sound information and reliable sources, and how to rec-

ognise attempts at manipulation.  

Racism is increasingly taking on new, more culturalising forms, as has been shown by the two studies 

on anti-black racism mentioned in the report, among others. How can these new forms of racism be 

countered? 

The trend towards ‘raceless racism’ is a challenge in the fight against racism and racial discrimination. 

Rather than being justified with reference to biological differences, racist hierarchies and the resulting 

discrimination are increasingly being attributed to irrevocable cultural differences between various 

groups. This makes it important to adopt a broad definition of the term racism – one that is not simply 

linked to ‘race’ but also takes culturalising practices into consideration.  

 

Anti-black racism must be seen in the context of the colonial past. Based on a legal study on the sub-

ject, the FCR has also recommended that Switzerland come to terms with its involvement in colonial 

relations. Why exactly, and what should the next steps be? 

Swiss society is barely aware of the links between colonialism and the racism encountered today by 

black people. Our country still hasn’t made a proper scientific study of its involvement and role in the 

history of colonialism. If we are to raise awareness of these hidden connections, it’s important for aca-

demic research to be conducted in this particular period of history. The FCR therefore recommends 

that research programmes begin exploring this topic in order to close the gaps in our knowledge. The 

FCR will continue its own deliberations on the subject and clarify to what extent it can contribute to an 

open, level-headed dialogue. 

Hateful comments and generalisations in social media and online comments, one-sided or sensation-

alist media articles and political campaigns: by no means everything that is said and written is punish-

able under Art. 261bis SCC. Does the FCR believe that new instruments are required to fight racism in 

all its forms? 

The FCR has commissioned several studies in recent years that have examined the role played by the 

media and their responsibility in handling subjects related to individuals or groups who are particularly 

exposed to racism. Following its efforts a few years ago to raise awareness of this problem at journal-

ism schools, the FCR is currently working with the media to find practical ways in which the latter can 

avoid the use of generalisations and unintentional stigmatisation. Bringing together best practices in a 

suitable form is the favoured approach. Our contact with the media throughout the year has shown 

that they are keen to discuss these issues. 

The survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland (VeS) includes questions on various popula-

tion groups that are affected by discrimination. In your opinion, do the different results for each group 

mean that more group-specific measures are called for in combating racism?  

Combating racism and discrimination calls for measures that apply to all the exposed groups as well 

as more targeted measures that are adapted to the problems faced by certain groups: for example, 

the use of colonialist symbols as an expression of anti-black racism, prejudice about the itinerant way 

of life or the impact of events elsewhere in the world on antisemitism and anti-Muslimism here. The 

contact points and advice centres must be able to tackle both the general and specific aspects if the 

victims are to be listened to properly and provided with the right advice.  
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9 Opinion of the Federal Commission on Migration 

10 questions for Walter Leimgruber, President of the FCM 

The results of the survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland (VeS) are stable in terms of atti-

tudes towards foreigners. Does that match your own assessment or have you observed shifts in the 

public discourse in the last few years? 

The figures returned by the VeS study are, indeed, very stable – and in some cases at a very high 

level. Just under 30% of those who took part in the survey are made to feel uncomfortable by people 

who are ‘different’ to themselves. Roughly 10% are explicitly hostile towards Muslims, black people 

and Jews. Then again, more than 30% of respondents say they have experienced discrimination in 

their everyday lives, in the workplace or at school or college. These figures shouldn’t be taken lightly in 

a society in which a good one third of the population has a history of migration. The good news, on the 

other hand, is that almost 60% of those questioned recognise racism as a social problem and more 

than half find that the integration process works well overall.  

Although the survey shows little change among attitudes, there has been a shift in the limits of what it 

is acceptable to say, often hidden behind the populist smokescreen of freedom of opinion. This trend, 

which has been observed in Europe for some years now, has also continued to grow in Switzerland 

and made it acceptable to express extreme positions. Even though attitudes have remained stable, 

their meaning in the current political climate may have changed.  

 

Protection against discrimination has been an integral part of the cantonal integration programmes 

(CIPs) since 2014. How do you judge the achievements to date?  

It is important that protection against discrimination was espoused by the CIPs and now expressly 

serves as a principle for encouraging integration (Art. 53 FNIA). We share the report’s assessment 

that a lot of work has generally been done under the CIPs to establish protection against discrimina-

tion as a cornerstone of encouraging integration. The creation of additional advisory services, the net-

working of these services and the joint collection of data are important steps along the way. On the 

other hand, efforts to raise awareness among the authorities and institutions should now be stepped 

up so that protection against discrimination comes to be seen as a cross-cutting task within the pro-

cess of encouraging integration. In our view, protection against discrimination is not something that is 

‘nice to have’ on top of labour market integration and language learning. It is an essential condition for 

successfully encouraging integration. There is nothing to be gained by the state investing in the con-

tinuing education and training of individuals if certain employers refuse to hire members of certain 

groups because of prejudice. And given the amount invested in the CIPs thus far, it would be ineffi-

cient not to continue the measures that have already been launched. Instead, they should be made as 

sustainable as possible.  

 

The CIPs have very limited resources available for this area of action. Furthermore, the integration 

offices at the cantonal and communal level have been asked to shoulder a great deal of responsibility. 

These are difficult conditions. In your view, what is required to nevertheless implement protection 

against discrimination successfully? 

As I mentioned, protection against discrimination serves as a basis for encouraging integration and is 

a recognised cornerstone of the CIPs. That’s why we are concerned that some cantons have not used 

up the available funds and others have had theirs reduced – especially when you consider that the 

integration agenda is aimed at population groups, such as refugees and temporarily admitted foreign-

ers, that are particularly vulnerable to discrimination. So it’s important to keep on raising awareness 

among the agencies and actors involved in negotiating and implementing the CIPs. That way, the link 

between encouraging integration and protecting against discrimination can be demonstrated more 

clearly to those cantons where protection against discrimination still tends to be given low priority. It’s 

important for the SCRA and other actors to offer both criticism and support during this process.  

 

Protecting against discrimination is about more than setting up services for those affected and refer-

ring people to them. Yet the report shows that raising awareness among the authorities and general 
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public is an area in which things are still moving slowly. Within which of the established structures do 

you think it’s particularly important to expedite the ‘opening up’ of institutions?  

Moving from counselling those in need to opening up the institutions and established structures is a 

key step. There is a need for this to happen in all areas, from health and education right through to the 

administration. In general, there is a lack of awareness and experience in dealing with racial discrimi-

nation at the institutional level – whereas innovative measures have been taken to promote diversity, 

like those seen in the healthcare sector. Without doubt, education is of lasting significance as that is 

where future generations are socialised. People with a migrant background are massively under-

represented at the universities of teacher education, making up only 7% of students. That should give 

us food for thought. However, as well as concrete proposals for opening up the institutions, we also 

need a socio-political perspective on promoting integration: we issued recommendations in 2017472 

warning against reducing the promotion of integration to a matter of measurements and sanctions. 

Doing so may lead to a technocratic approach in which the task of viewing integration as a process 

that involves society as a whole gets pushed into the background. Therefore, institutions must adapt to 

the changes in society – rather than society adapting to the existing institutions. This process invaria-

bly involves eliminating discrimination. 

 

It becomes clear from the report that discrimination is often multidimensional – and can only be under-

stood in relation to other characteristics such as gender or social status. What does this mean for pro-

tection against discrimination within the scope of encouraging integration?  

The question of multiple discrimination and the vulnerability associated with it is an important topic that 

is not yet properly recognised when promoting integration. A solid basis of data is required if we are to 

come up with efficient measures for combating multiple discrimination. This aspect is often not taken 

into account sufficiently in statistical surveys and reports. Take wage inequality, for example. We know 

there is a pay gap between men and women and between Swiss and non-Swiss nationals. But public 

wage statistics are not analysed and presented by gender AND Swiss nationality. Doing so would 

probably show that, structurally, foreigners – who often work in the care economy – have the lowest 

salaries and are particularly vulnerable. The FCM published a short study this summer on the position 

and role of migrants within society in order to draw attention to the intersectional nature of inequality.  

 

The survey results are consistent with the finding discussed in the report that racism today is more 

likely to take a culturalising form. Encouraging integration is often cited as an important instrument in 

this context. In your opinion, to what extent can encouraging integration actually counter xenophobia 

and racism?  

There has been an increasing focus on cultural norms within integration policy, which sometimes re-

minds me of the era of assimilation policy and the ‘Swiss makers’, even if it is no longer referred to as 

such. Integration policy and public debate tend to place the onus on the migrants themselves rather 

than on mutual dialogue or even preventing discrimination. That is regrettable. The emphasis on im-

proving employability and language skills certainly does help create more equal opportunities, but it 

cannot replace protection against discrimination.  

 

The ‘degree’ of integration is now also a decisive criterion for gaining permanent resident status 

(FNIA) and Swiss citizenship (SCA). What does the FCM think of the new rules in terms of protecting 

against discrimination? 

In our recommendations, we have always voiced scepticism about certain integration criteria being 

used as conditions for issuing permits or for naturalisation. We are concerned by the definition and 

strictness of the criteria, and by the potential risk of arbitrariness in their application. Integration re-

quirements can quickly be turned into sanctions or threats, or seen as such. The FNIA, which came 

into force in 2019, provides for a permanent residence permit (C permit) to be downgraded to a resi-

dence permit (B permit) if certain integration criteria have not been met (e.g. if the holder is receiving 

                                                      

472 FCM: Integration – kein Messinstrument, sondern Aufgabe aller! Empfehlungen. Bern, 2017. At: www.ekm.admin.ch > 
Publikationen > Empfehlungen (in DE/FR/IT) 

http://www.ekm.admin.ch/
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social assistance). Initial feedback from integration delegates raises concerns that this new rule is 

being used in certain cases to put pressure on people. This is not only arbitrary, it is also inefficient as 

the additional time, effort and stress involved hinder the integration process rather than help it. What’s 

more, integration pathways vary widely and involve complex social, economic and cultural processes 

that can’t be treated with a one-size-fits-all approach. We would like to see the downgrading of permits 

and discrimination when granting of permits and approving naturalisation being observed more critical-

ly – perhaps in the form of monitoring. And it would be important to step up the exchange between the 

cantonal migration offices and the integration delegates as a means of raising awareness of this issue.  

 

A large part of the population in most Swiss cantons and communes is excluded from democratic pro-

cesses. And according to the VeS survey, just over half of the population is against giving foreigners 

political decision-shaping rights. The FCM's Citoyenneté programme aims to improve the involvement 

of broad sections of the population in political processes. To what extent does the programme and the 

projects it supports contribute to combating racism?  

The fact that around one quarter of the population has limited formal political rights, if any, is unsatis-

factory from the viewpoint of democracy. The FCM is convinced that a democracy can only be living 

and stable if the entire population is able to have a say in the decision-making processes. Quite simp-

ly, the legitimacy of democracy is at stake here. The Citoyenneté programme reacts to this situation by 

supporting political processes and civil society engagement by people who are not able to take part in 

institutional democracy. As the focus is on participatory processes, there are no requirements regard-

ing the topics that are addressed. However, the project sponsors and participants are aware of the 

issues of racism and discrimination given their own experiences, which they draw on when contrib-

uting to the projects. The political empowerment that takes place in participatory processes encour-

ages individuals and groups to talk confidently and openly about their experiences – including those of 

discrimination. 

 

Today, racism frequently occurs online and the limits of what is acceptable are continually being 

pushed. At the same time, not everything that exceeds these limits is actually punishable by law. What 

strategies does the FCM feel are required to counter hostile attitudes to refugees and other immi-

grants in particular?  

The limits of what it is acceptable to say have certainly shifted, which is disturbing. Then again, there 

are also signs that criticism of racism and discrimination has really become mainstream, and that mi-

grants and their descendants are claiming their place in society. All of which gives rise to a more in-

tense debate on belonging, recognition, rights and resources. There is the potential for racist reactions 

to increase in this context, and these should be prosecuted in so far as the current law allows. But we 

should start a public debate on participation and exclusion at the same time: every society must come 

together to build its own form of social cohesion. This can only be achieved if the entire population is 

able to take part in the discussion on equal terms. A lack of identification and recognition for the mi-

grant population, on the other hand, may favour their exclusion and thus make it more difficult for them 

to develop a sense of belonging and to integrate. But individuals with little access to migrant diversity 

who feel a sense of insecurity also need to be given prospects that go beyond the desire to shut our-

selves off from the outside world and return to an ‘intact’ Switzerland that never existed. The old cliché 

of ‘us’ and ‘them’ does not seem fit for the purpose of creating cohesion in our pluralistic migration 

society. The FCM is currently developing ideas for delivering fresh impetus at the interface of integra-

tion and public culture.  

 

Both the survey and the analysis of data gathered by the advice centres have shown for years that 

most discrimination is experienced and reported in the world of work. At the same time, more is in-

vested in labour market integration than in any other area of encouraging integration. How do you 

explain this situation, which appears contradictory at first sight? 

We don’t see this as a genuine contradiction. As mentioned above, enhancing employability does not 

necessarily have anything to do with protecting against discrimination. Measures to encourage inte-

gration help create a level playing field by allowing people to acquire qualifications and language skills. 

Conversely, discrimination affects access to the labour market, where it is ultimately the individual 
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employers who make the decisions – and they may be guided by prejudice. It can also take the guise 

of being insulted and humiliated in the workplace. Employers must take responsibility at both levels. 

These problems cannot be addressed unless concrete action is taken to stop work-related discrimina-

tion – and the companies, trade unions and professional or industry associations must be involved. It 

is unsatisfactory in political terms and inefficient in economic terms that the productive potential of 

society cannot be used to the full because of discrimination encountered when trying to access work 

and in the workplace. We would like to see more attention being paid to protection against discrimina-

tion in work integration efforts; those involved in encouraging integration should cooperate with others 

to achieve this. Parliamentary procedural requests seeking to establish anti-discrimination legislation 

under private law have received little support in Switzerland to date. However, examples elsewhere 

(e.g. Germany’s General Act on Equal Treatment; AGG) show that this is a viable means of creating 

more comprehensive protection against discrimination if the political will is there.  
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11 List of abbreviations 

  

ARE Federal Office for Spatial Development 

ArmA Federal Act on the Armed Forces and the Military Administration of 3 Febru-
ary 1995 (SR 510.10) 

ASEO Ordinance on Admission, Period of Stay and Employment of 24 October 2007 
(SR 142.201) 

ASC Association of Swiss Communes 

CC Swiss Civil Code of 10 December 1907 (SR 210) 

CCG Conference of the Cantonal Governments of Switzerland 

CDSS Conference of Cantonal Directors of Social Services  

CICAD Coordination intercommunautaire contre l’antisémitisme et la diffamation 

CIP Cantonal integration programme 

CO Code of Obligations (Federal Act on the Amendment of the Swiss Civil Code: 
Part Five) (SR 220)  

COS Statistics on criminal convictions 

CrimPC Swiss Criminal Procedure Code of 5 October 2007 (SR 312.0) 

CSMPA Federal Act on Compulsory Social Measures and Placements prior to 1981 of 
30 September 2016 (SR 211.223.13) 

Cst Federal Constitution of the Swiss Confederation of 18 April 1999 (SR 101) 

CuPA Federal Act on Culture Promotion of 11 December 2009 (SR 442.1) 

DDPS Federal Department of Defence, Civil Protection and Sport 

DoSyRa Racism documentation and monitoring system run by the Beratungsnetz für 
Rassismusopfer 

ECRI European Commission against Racism and Intolerance  

EDK Swiss Conference of Cantonal Ministers of Education 

EFTA European Free Trade Association 

FBED Federal Bureau for the Equality of People with Disabilities 

FCCY Federal Commission for Child and Youth Affairs 

FCM Federal Commission on Migration 

FCR Federal Commission against Racism 

FCWI Federal Commission for Women's Issues 

FDFA Federal Department of Foreign Affairs 

FDHA Federal Department of Home Affairs 

FDJP Federal Department of Justice and Police 

fedpol Federal Office of Police 

FHO Federal Housing Office. 

FIOS Federation of Islamic Organisations in Switzerland 

FIS Federal Intelligence Service 

FNIA Federal Act on Foreign Nationals and Integration of 16 December 2005 (SR 
142.20) 

FOC Federal Office of Culture 
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FOGE Federal Office for Gender Equality 

FOPH Federal Office of Public Health 

FOSPO Federal Office of Sport 

FS EX A Service for Combating Extremism in the Armed Forces 

FSIO Federal Social Insurance Office 

FSO Federal Statistical Office  

gggfon Gemeinsam gegen Gewalt und Rassismus information and advice centre 

GMS Society for Minorities in Switzerland 

GRA Foundation against Racism and Antisemitism 

GS-FDHA General Secretariat of the Federal Department of Home Affairs 

IAS National integration agenda 

ICA Independent Complaints Authority for Radio and Television 

ICERD International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimina-
tion of 21 December 1961 (SR 0.104) 

IHRA International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance 

ILO International Labour Organization 

INES New Switzerland Institute 

ISA Federal Act on Measures to Safeguard Internal Security of 21 March 1997 
(SR 120) 

KID Swiss Conference of Communal, Regional and Cantonal Integration Dele-
gates 

KIOS Coordinated Islamic Organisations in Switzerland 

KKJPD Conference of Cantonal Justice and Police Directors 

KKPKS Conference of Cantonal Police Commanders 

NCBI National Coalition Building Institute 

NCCR National Center of Competence in Research 

NCPT National Commission for the Prevention of Torture 

NGOs Non-governmental organisations 

NRP National Research Programme 

NYCS National Youth Council of Switzerland 

OSCE Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe 

PCS Police crime statistics 

PLJS Platform of Liberal Jews in Switzerland 

RTVA Federal Act on Radio and Television of 24 March 2006 (SR 784.40) 

SCA Federal Act on the Acquisition and Loss of Swiss Citizenship of 29 Septem-
ber 1952 (SR 141.0) 

SCC Swiss Criminal Code of 21 December 1937 (SR 311.0) 

SCHR Swiss Centre of Expertise in Human Rights 

SCO Ordinance on Swiss Citizenship of 17 June 2016 (SR 141.01) 

SCRA Service for Combating Racism 

SECO State Secretariat for Economic Affairs 
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SEM State Secretariat for Migration 

SERI State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation 

SFL Swiss Football League  

SFM Swiss Forum for Migration and Population Studies 

SFV Swiss Football Association 

SIG Swiss Federation of Jewish Communities 

SKOS Swiss Association of Welfare Organisations 

SR Classified Compilation of Federal Legislation 

SRC Swiss Red Cross 

SRG Swiss Broadcasting Corporation 

SSN Swiss Security Network 

STP Society for Threatened Peoples 

SVP Swiss People’s Party 

SZIG Swiss Centre for Islam and Society 

TK Tripartite Conference (formerly: TAK Tripartite Agglomeration Conference) 

UN United Nations Organization (United Nations) 

UVAM Union vaudoise des associations musulmanes 

VeS FoS survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland 

VIOZ Association of Islamic Organisations in Zurich 

VMDP Ordinance on the Compulsory Military Service of 22 November 2017 (SR 
512.21) 

VSA Federal Act on the Provision of Support to Victims of Crime of 23 March 2007 
(Victim Support Act SR 312.5) 

VSMS Ordinance on measures to guarantee the security of minorities in need of 
special protection  

Y+S Youth and Sport 

ZHAW Zurich University of Applied Sciences 

ZIID Zurich Institute for Interreligious Dialogue 
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12 Appendix 

Appendix 1 to chapter 5: Overview of data sources 

Source, brief description, since when the source exists or has been taken into consideration, number 

of cases (annual average in brackets) and remarks 

Source Brief description Since No. (ave. p.a.) Remarks 

CICAD Collection of cases of antisemi-
tism in French-speaking Swit-
zerland 

2004 1847 (123)  

COS Statistics on criminal convic-
tions under Art. 261bis SCC 

1995 836 (36)  

DoSyRa Collection of advisory cases in 
which the expert came to the 
conclusion that racism was 
involved 

2008 2237 (203)  

ESS Representative survey of the 
population containing ques-
tions on attitudes to migrants 

2001 Around 1500 
p.a.  

 

FCR Collection of legal cases under 
Art. 261bis SCC; convictions and 
acquittals recorded separately 

1995 637 (27)  

fedpol Reports submitted to fedpol by 
the general population in the 
category of ‘racial discrimina-
tion’ 

2003 849 (65) Most reports con-
cern pornography 

FIS Cases of right-wing extremism 
in Switzerland 

1999 874 (62) 1999–2008 rec-
orded by fedpol, 
since 2009 by FIS 

GRA Collection of cases motivated 
by racism and right-wing ex-
tremism 

1992 2641 (94)  

ICA Media articles with content 
that violates the prohibition of 
discrimination and offends 
human dignity 

1992 91 (3)  

MOSAiCH/ISSP Representative population 
survey featuring questions on 
equal opportunities for foreign 
nationals 

2011 Around 1000 
p.a. 

 

PCS Police crime statistics, reports 
and offences under Art. 261bis 
SCC 

2009 1484 (148)  

SELECTS Swiss Electoral Study; repre-
sentative survey of the popula-
tion containing questions on 
attitudes to foreigners 

2003 Around 3200 
p.a. 

Questions vary 
from year to year 

SHP Swiss Household Panel; repre-
sentative population survey 
featuring questions on equal 
opportunities for foreign na-
tionals 

1999 Around 5000 
p.a. 

Nos. vary greatly 
due to people 
leaving the panel 
and additional 
samples 

SIG antisemitism report Collection of cases of antisemi-
tism in Switzerland 

2008 333 (33) No figures for 
German-speaking 
Switzerland in 
2008 
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SILC Question on equal opportuni-
ties for foreign nationals added 
in 2014 

2014 approx. 17,000  

Swiss Press Council Media articles with content 
that violates the prohibition of 
discrimination and offends 
human dignity 

1991 151 (8)  

VeS survey on diversity 
and coexistence in Swit-
zerland 

Comprehensive, representative 
population survey 

2010 approx. 1700 for 
2010 to 2014; 
approx. 3000 
since 2016 

Pilot phase 2010, 
2012, 2014 

VOXIT/Voto Representative population 
survey featuring questions on 
equal opportunities for foreign 
nationals 

1993 Around 1500 
p.a. 

After every refer-
endum 

 


