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Putting the world on a path of justice and
environmental sustainability. With this ambitious goal in mind, the international community signed a common plan in September 2015 – the 2030 Agenda with its 17 goals
for global sustainable development. Its aim
is, by 2030, to bring about an environmentally and socially sustainable world in
peace, stability, security and well-being.
Switzerland contributed appreciably
to the successful conclusion of the negotiations. As a small country that is highly networked worldwide, Switzerland has a major interest in a stable and sustainable global environment.
A prosperous and peaceful world is not only consistent with our humanitarian tradition but is also to some extent accommodative of Swiss enterprises with international operations. But there are growing signs of
reluctance in the upper echelons of the Swiss Federal Administration to
give the implementation of the 2030 Agenda the political weight that
it truly deserves.
In July this year, Switzerland will report to the meeting of the United Nations High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) on Sustainable Development in New York on its progress so far on the 2030 Agenda. By that time
the Federal Council must have decided who in the Swiss Federal Administration will bear overall responsibility for implementing the 2030 Agenda in Swiss domestic and foreign policies. By anchoring it at a very senior
level – for example with a delegate reporting directly to the Federal
Council – Switzerland could send an important signal of its determination to play a leading role in the international arena with respect to sustainable development.
Other countries have already set a good example. They have assigned responsibility for the 2030 Agenda to their Chancellery, to a minister or a government delegate – in other words, to an office directly
linked to the government and competent to hold departments from
various ministries to account. This is important as the 2030 Agenda concerns all areas of a country’s policies and its implementation calls for a
coordinated, cross-departmental approach.
In the Swiss Federal Administration, in contrast, there is discord
over which body should take the lead on the 2030 Agenda. Top-ranking
officers in some departments are well and truly irked by the prospect
that coordination could be imposed on them from above. Hence, there is
the danger that strategic decision-making on the 2030 Agenda could be
assigned to a conference of heads of various federal offices. The tasks
of practical coordination would be in the hands of a joint inter-departmental working group.
With such a “typically Swiss compromise”, all federal departments
would ultimately bear a degree of responsibility for the 2030 Agenda –
but no one would be really responsible. There would be no clearly identified contact person for the cantons or for civil society organizations and
all the enterprises that would like to be partners in implementing the
2030 Agenda. They wish to see responsibility for the 2030 Agenda assigned at a very senior level, and powers clearly defined. The Federal
Council does not have much time left to find a reasonable solution.
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Politically, a petrol price increase
will hardly have majority appeal. Yet
in 2011 the Federal Government
shelved promising instruments for
the funding of Switzerland’s
climate contribution.

Climate responsibility

Switzerland’s swindle :
now officially confirmed
Jürg Staudenmann

“More than 60 per cent of the greenhouse

gas footprint originates abroad”. This is the title of the February
2018 edition of FSO News. Thus, official Switzerland

at last acknowledges its climate responsibility in the world.
The Federal Statistical Office (FSO) stands
for objectivity and precision; its studies
are incorruptible and serve as analytical
bases for the political and economic
forces of our country. For the first time
the FSO is presenting figures that confirm a major, long-standing criticism
voiced by Alliance Sud : it is untenable
for official Switzerland to equate its climate responsibility with the greenhouse
gas balance arising within the country’s
borders.
The FSO notes in a study, that “emissions generated abroad due to Swiss
final demand” amount to 76 million
tonnes of CO2eq per year, and have al-

most twice the impact of greenhouse
gas emissions arising within national
borders. This is attributable to the fact
that we are increasingly offshoring our
energy and emission-intensive production.
The greenhouse gas inventory is
compiled regularly as part of reporting
under the Kyoto Protocol. It is based on
the territorial principle and therefore
only records emissions that arise within the country’s borders. It therefore
downplays the consumption of imported goods just as it does emissions produced by air travel and car trips abroad.
It takes just as little account of emis-

The principle of “common
but differentiated responsibility”
Since the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development of 1992,
the principle of common but differentiated responsibility (CBDR) has played
a significant role in the international climate debate. At the heart of this
CBDR principle is the realization that global environmental threats such as
climate change, loss of biodiversity or desertification can only be tackled
through joint action. But, because countries bear varying degrees of responsibility, the burden of preventing and combating climate change must be
distributed differentially.

sions generated by Swiss companies engaged for example in exploiting and processing commodities or in producing
goods and services abroad. For countries
like Switzerland, which are shifting ever
more emissions abroad rather than preventing them, this statistical fraud is
“advantageous”.
As previously stated, this is not a
new insight. In its Master Plan, the Climate Alliance Switzerland also called in
2016 for Switzerland’s climate policy to
be based on its total input into the atmosphere worldwide. For many years
Alliance Sud has voiced the criticism
that the Federal Council, in particular
in assessing its climate funding contributions owed under the Paris Climate
Agreement, has always evoked the polluter pays principle, while taking into
account only the one third of Swiss
emissions that take place within the
nation’s borders.
What is new is that at last, a global
view is being asserted even in official
circles. According to the FSO, this is of
paramount importance “particularly in a
country like Switzerland that maintains
intense trade relations with the rest of
the world”. This could lead to alignment
with what is called the national accounts
method, used across the OECD and also
guided by the residence principle.
The FSO has now laid the cornerstone for a reliable assessment of Switzerland’s “common but differentiated”
climate responsibility. Its modelling
shows Swiss emissions of about three
times what the Federal Council has previously used as its basis. This therefore
brings the share of international climate
financing that Switzerland should bear
to 900 million francs per year. We should
recall that in its report of 10 May 2017,
the Federal Council was still working on
the basis of 450 to 600 million.
The discussion on Switzerland’s
“fair” share in climate funding can and
must therefore be considered closed.
Attention should now turn at last to
the urgently needed raising of additional funds.
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Tax Proposal 17

Location nationalism
or global solidarity?
Dominik Gross

The new edition of Corporate Tax Reform III will come

before the committee of the first Chamber for debate in April.
That debate will put the global conscience of the Socialist Party,

On 12 February 2017, a clear 59.1 per cent of Swiss
voters rejected Corporate Tax Reform III (CTR III). It
was also a No to a parasitic Swiss location policy
that was designed to continue to lure to Switzerland corporate profits generated abroad. By International Monetary Fund (IMF) estimates, such profit shifting costs developing countries 200 billion
dollars each year in lost tax revenues. Precisely how
much of this enters Switzerland, no one knows.
Here, neither the Federal Council nor a parliamentary majority has so far been willing to create at
least as much transparency as is possible under the
legislative provisions governing corporate taxation
in Switzerland. But this country’s attractiveness to
corporations as a low-tax area and the fields of
business of corporations located in Switzerland are
strong indicators of the possibility that an appreciable part of the 200 billion does flow into and
through Switzerland.
Most Swiss politicians reacted to the decisive
rejection of the previous corporate tax policy paradigm as if the No to CTR III had never existed. The
new version of the law – euphemistically christened
Tax Proposal 17 (TP 17) and published by the Federal
Council in late March in its dispatch to the Parliament – matches the now discredited draft submitted three years ago by the Federal Council under the
title Corporate Tax Reform III in key developmentrelated aspects. Only the partial taxation of dividends and the cantonal share in direct federal tax
were increased somewhat. Raising the cantonal
share is tantamount to additional federal subsidization of inter-cantonal tax competition and ultimately signifies not just another drain on the federal coffers but also that of most cantons. For it constitutes an incentive to the cantons to further
reduce their regular profit tax rates, thereby giving
impetus to the inter-cantonal “race to the bottom”.
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Tax dumping seasoned with child benefits
The Federal Council will also be proposing a completely extraneous increase in child allowances
along the lines of the draft tabled by the Canton of
Vaud. This “social policy sweetener” is intended to
win over some CTR III opponents. But with TP 17,
however, the Federal Council is not attempting to
change any aspect of the new special tax regime
contemplated in CTR III, the patent box, the deductions for “research & development” and the capital
tax reductions. It has only slightly reduced the sum
of possible deductions by comparison with CTR III.
Hence, the tax shortfalls that must be feared for the
Federal Government and the cantons will be of proportions comparable to those of CTR III and will
again be in the billions. It is quite likely that the
highly controversial interest-adjusted profit tax will
again come up for discussion in Parliament.
The aspect of CTR III of which Alliance Sud was
critical therefore remains on the table with TP 17 :
preserving a parasitic business model. Added value
generated abroad is to be privatized in Switzerland,
with the attendant disastrous consequences for development and the preservation of public services
in countries of the South.
In the face of this brazen reissue of a draft law
rejected by direct democracy, the winners of the
February 2017 vote, especially in the Red / Green parties, were remarkably defensive. Instead of working
towards a medium-term paradigm shift in tax haven Switzerland, very shortly after the victory at the
polls, they signalled their readiness for compromise
on the basis of the old bill. Thus, most of them in
principle embraced the continuation of the parasitic strategy in Swiss corporate taxation policy. With
a view to the upcoming Parliamentary debate, both
the Socialist Party leadership and the Red / Green
executive members in cantons and municipalities
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the Greens and the Centre parties to the test.

would seem to want a compromise with the centreright that would be a perfect reflection of location
nationalism. Some wish to remain at the service of
global corporations by facilitating tax dumping,
thereby siphoning the tax base abroad while ensuring that the proceeds are somewhat more equitably distributed among the home population. This
approach is also problematic from the standpoint
of democracy. It overrides the clear verdict from the
electorate against CTR III by reissuing the rejected
draft with some cosmetic social policy changes. It is
also short-sighted in economic terms : in the downward spiral in corporate taxes under way for the
past 20 years, low-tax pioneers like Switzerland
have meanwhile had to accept such low corporate
taxes that the location competition will cease to

Atmospheric picture on the fringes of the Glencore General
Assembly in the Theater Casino Zug / Switzerland.

pay off already in the foreseeable future, even for
those who have profited from it up to now. The resulting social and societal dislocations will be ever
more untenable even for a purely domestically oriented redistribution policy.
Opposition takes shape
Opposition to this policy is coming from two sides
in the upcoming debate on Tax Proposal 17 – from
the Socialist Party and Green delegates and from
the centre-right trade association. At their respective congresses in January and February, the first
two passed resolutions by large majorities, reflecting Switzerland’s developmental responsibility as a
corporate location. For the small, open Swiss economy they are demanding a more forward-looking
business model than that of a tax haven. To the
trade association, for its part, the higher child allowances and the increase in partial taxation of dividends are anathema. Should the right-wing Swiss
People’s Party (SVP) and parts of the Liberals (FDP)
make common cause with the trade association in
Parliament, it would pave the way for a minimal
compromise between parts of the FDP, the centre
parties and Red / Green. This would in turn lead to
the division of the draft into two parts : in an initial
step this year, only the old privileges for letterbox
companies would then be eliminated. There is now
intense international pressure in this regard as
these privileges are not OECD-compliant, and the
EU is threatening with sanctions should Switzerland fail to eliminate them by the end of 2018. All
else would be negotiated subsequently. From the
perspective of an environmentally and socially sustainable world domestic policy, this approach would
make sense, as the scope for dangerous profit shifting from countries in the South to Switzerland
would be massively reduced through the outright
elimination of the old privileges. Any tax shortfalls
caused by the departure of hitherto privileged firms
could be offset with new revenue from the full taxation of dividends or the elimination of the capital
contribution principle (CCP). The latter was first introduced through Corporate Tax Reform II of 2008.
According to new figures from the federal tax administration, Swiss companies, aided by the CCP,
have been able to amass reserves amounting to
2 billion francs since 2011. Over the coming decades
they could gradually pay out these monies as profits to their shareholders – entirely untaxed.
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Migration for development?

Saving for
those back home
Eva Schmassmann

Migrants’ remittances hit a new record in 2014.

Some USD 600 billion were transferred to home
countries worldwide. Yet the data situation is unclear and
the discussion on development benefits complex.

Since the turn of the century, migrants’
remittances to their home countries
have risen from USD 126 to USD 575 billion annually. Of that amount, more
than 450 billion went to developing
countries. Yet only a small portion went
to the poorest and least developed countries (13.9 and 38.2 billion, respectively).
Rather surprisingly, only about half of
the transfers originate in industrialized
countries in each case, while 34 per cent
take place between countries in the
global South (see diagram). In its report
entitled “Sending Money Home”, the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) focuses on transfers from
industrialized countries to developing
countries. The other figures used in this
article are drawn largely from this report.

It is no surprise that the most populous countries are also the biggest recipients of remittances. Smaller countries
receive smaller amounts, though proportionally, these transfers in some cases are as much as one-third of gross domestic product (GDP). The countries
most dependent in that regard are Nepal, Liberia and Tajikistan. The enormous
importance of remittances is also illustrated by the example of Egypt, where
they are four times the revenue accruing
to the government from the Suez Canal.
Remittances are receiving ever more
attention in the discussion on development funding. The UN assumes that an
annual amount of USD 5000-7000 billion will be required each year to implement the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development. In this context, 450 billion

For these countries,
the share of remittances
in GDP was highest
in 2015 :

Nearly half of all
remittances to developing countries come 
from these 10 countries :

Nepal

32 %

USA, Saudi Arabia, Russia,

Tajikistan

29 %

Kuwait, France, Qatar,

Liberia

Kyrgyzstan
Haiti

Moldova
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31 %
26 %
25 %
24 %

United Arab Emirates, Germany,
United Kingdom and Italy.

in transfers would be a welcome contribution. But, these inflows should be juxtaposed with outflows. The Washington
based research and advisory organization Global Financial Integrity thus estimated illicit financial outflows from developing countries at 1,100 billion in 2013.
They therefore exceed inflows from remittances by much more than twofold.
How is the money being spent?
Studies on the use of remittances from
migrant family members show that the
level of such remittances remains relatively stable and reacts less markedly to
financial crises or economic downturns
than other financial flows. Apparently,
migrants first cut back their own spending before reducing the amount of their
remittances to their family members. In
this way they help, especially in times of
crisis, to offset swings in the economic
cycle. In addition to general household
spending, this money often goes towards children’s education or is invested
in a family business. As pertains to development benefits, it is of relevance
whether spending on investment and
consumption goes more into imports or
towards stimulating the local economy.
Depending on the context, therefore,
transfers may positively or negatively
impact the development of the local
economy. When remittances are regular
and constant, one result could be the
withdrawal from the job market, as no
additional income is needed to maintain

a certain standard of living. In positive
cases, it leads to less child labour.
Depending on context however,
transfers from abroad cover only the
most pressing daily needs and would
have to be considered more as emergency assistance or reconstruction rather
than as development funding. Thus the
Filipino population for example benefited considerably from the solidarity of its
diaspora following Typhoon Hainan.
One man’s need is another’s business
Vast sums of money are being made
from the remittances business. The average cost of transferring USD 200 has
fallen from over 15 per cent to 7.5 per
cent in the past 20 years, but has stagnated at this latter level. In 2015, however, and in the framework of the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development,
the world community set the goal of reducing transfer costs to less than 3 per
cent. Money transfer offices like Western
Union or Money Gram facilitate over 2
billion transfers annually, for which they
charge about USD 30 billion. In particular, transfers to countries with poor financial infrastructure that are not adequately connected to the international
banking network are still being charged
transaction fees of over 20 per cent.
When it comes to transfers from Switzerland to Serbia and Sri Lanka – as countries with large diaspora communities in
Switzerland – this country is among the
most expensive worldwide. For a 200
franc transfer, fees of about 30 francs or
15 per cent are levied. Transfers to Muslim countries are generally subject to
high costs. In some cases banks even refuse to make such transfers, as they prefer to avoid the trouble of complying
with laws on terrorism funding. Migrants must therefore resort to the
available formal and hence more costly
channels, or to informal channels.
The discussion around the development benefits of remittances must also
include wage-earning capacity in the

Migration (% share)

Source: World Bank

38 % South-South
23 % North-North
6 % North-South

34 % South-North

Remittances (% share)

Source: World Bank

34 % South-South

24 % North-North

5 % South-North
37 % North-South

And Switzerland?
The World Bank assumes that money from Switzerland is transferred
primarily to the following 10 countries : France, Germany, Italy, Spain,
Portugal, Austria, Serbia, Belgium, Kosovo and Hungary. These are estimated
to represent some 75 per cent of all transfers from Switzerland.
The World Bank documents how much money arrives in the country, and how
much has left it. It is not possible, however, to determine where the money
comes from and where it goes to. Data on bilateral transfers are based on the
size of diaspora communities and estimates derived therefrom.

These countries received the most remittances in 2016
(USD billion) :
India

China

Philippines

Mexico

Pakistan
Nigeria

62,7

61,0

29,9

28,5

19,8

19,0
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destination country and hence access to
the labour market. There is at least partial information about the appalling
working conditions of migrant labourers from Asia in the Gulf Emirates. But
in Switzerland too, the conditions are
not always rosy. Whether a sex worker
or an illegally employed domestic worker, many of them regularly send money
home.
If migrants’ remittances to their
home countries are to contribute more
to sustainable development, action is
needed on three fronts : the fees must
fall below the agreed 3 per cent; migrant
workers must be paid a living wage; and
migrants must have access to the regular labour market.
Sources:
Sending Money Home: Contributing
to the SDGs, one family at a time. IFAD, 2017

Investment protection: the case study of Argentina

Who should pay :
the elderly or
foreign investors?
Isolda Agazzi

Argentina hopes to economize USD

6 billion through the pension reform adopted in
December 2017. Its debts to foreign investors
amount to 8.65 billion. Another 11 billion must
be paid to vulture funds.

Migration and Remittances Factbook 2016,
World Bank

Private
development aid
es. Remittances are generally regarded
as private development aid. The
data situation is unclear and frequently based on estimates. The development benefits of these transfers are
highly context-dependent. The
World Bank is the main source of data.
It bases its calculations on information from central banks as well
as national statistical offices. Also
included are payments to foreign
personnel (for example in embassies,
UN organizations and foreign
firms). This definition does not
conform to the general understanding
of remittances as transfers from
migrants to family members in their
country of origin. Besides, the
estimates do not include payments
made via informal channels.
The figures therefore show a distorted
picture, which in a narrow sense
both overestimates (in countries with
a heavy UN presence or many
foreign companies) and massively
underestimates remittances
from migrants.
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When molotov cocktails also started flying in Buenos Aires on
December 19th along with stones, the police responded with
water cannon, rubber bullets and tear gas. A month of demonstrations and strikes was not enough to dissuade President
Mauricio Macri from pressing ahead with his controversial
pension reform. Not only does it entail raising the retirement
age, it also partly decouples pensions from inflation. And this
even though with 20 per cent annual inflation, many pensioners cannot make ends meet and the purchasing power of wage
earners is steadily dwindling; the official poverty rate is 28.6
per cent. The power struggle between the liberal President and
the centre-left Peronists and trade unions is being fought on
the streets of Buenos Aires with an intensity and a level of police repression not witnessed in the country since the 2001 financial crisis.
It is the stated goal of the government elected in 2015 to
bring down the budget deficit by USD 6 billion from its 2016
level of USD 31 billion, through cost-cutting measures. But is
attacking pensions the best path to that end? To answer this
rhetorical question, it is worth comparing this amount with
the astronomical sums owed by Argentina to foreign investors.
Financial crisis, state of emergency and avalanche of lawsuits
To understand the causes of the 2001 crisis that brought the
country to its knees, we must go back to the early 1990s. Argentina was then groaning under the weight of a horrendous debt
burden. In response, the country privatized numerous stateowned enterprises, leaving them mostly in the hands of foreign
investors that were lured to the country through some 50 investment protection agreements (IPAs). But the strategy ran
aground, and the turnaround failed; in December 2001, Argentina was obliged to declare state bankruptcy. The new President Duhalde declared a state of emergency and ended the
over 10 year-long 1:1 parity between the Argentine peso and
the United States dollar; the value of the Argentine currency

USD 11 billion for
“vulture funds”

What is the current status
of these ISDS lawsuits? 1

5 Rulings in favour 		
		 of Argentina
19 Rulings in favour
		 of investor 4
9 Cases pending 3
3 No data available

9 Cases dropped
14 Settlement deals 2
1 No favourable ruling		
		 for either party

1 Situation in February 2018. Source: UNCTAD
2 Both parties reached an agreement on compensation payments. But details were
disclosed in just two cases: the Spanish oil company Repsol was awarded the record
USD 5 billion for expropriation. USD 1.35 billion changed hands in the matter of
Abaclat vs. Argentina. A suit had been filed by 60,000 savers who had lost their
money in the public debt restructuring of 2001. Argentina had to make huge
payouts in the other settlements as well.
3 The latest action was that filed in 2017 by US investor MetLife. It is challenging the
nationalization of the private pension system in 2008. Other pending lawsuits
such as that brought by the Luxembourg investor Camuzzi, which operates gas
supply facilities in seven provinces, date back to the crisis following the state
bankruptcy.
4 Argentina was required to pay a total of USD 2.295 billion in compensation and
interest. When this amount is added to the known settlements, the liabilities come
to at least 8.65 billion. Then there are court costs. Each lawsuit costs an average
of USD 8 million, which, depending on the outcome of the case, is shared between
the complainant and the defending State.

immediately plummeted, making imports unaffordable. Duhalde froze prices and forced foreign investors to settle in pesos. They however insisted on the dollar or the peso exchange
rate at which they had made their investments. For Argentine
customers this would have meant price increases of 200, 300
or even 400 per cent for numerous services, which would have
been untenable given the runaway inflation and escalating unemployment.
To protest against the measures brought in, foreign investors filed a record number of 60 Investor-State Dispute Settlement (ISDS) lawsuits against the Argentine Government. The
remarkable thing was that many of these suits concerned public service enterprises, including those providing such basic services as water, electricity and gas supplies.
Attracting investments. But at what price?
Since his election in December 2015, President Mauricio Macri
has done much to bring foreign investors back to Argentina. He
has removed capital controls, devalued the peso, lowered corporation tax and cut red tape. He is currently working on the
liberalization of labour legislation, which could trigger fresh

ia. In addition to the USD 8.65 billion
which Argentina was ordered to
pay by arbitral tribunals, there was a
further 11 billion which in February and March 2016, Argentina stated
its readiness to pay to speculative
hedge funds (“vulture funds”). This
had been preceded by a scandalous, almost endless legal tug-of-war :
in 2005 and 2010, the Kirchner
Governments managed to agree on
debt restructuring with 93 per
cent of creditors. They had agreed
to renounce 70 per cent of their
claims. No agreement could be
reached with the 7 per cent of creditors whose funds were managed
by speculative US funds. These funds
had turned to a New York court,
which insisted that Argentina fully
honours its debt instruments. It
is noteworthy that they had bought
those instruments at a knockdown
price : what had cost them just
USD 80 million in the early 1980s was
now worth 2,000 million to them –
this is how the money rolls in when
speculators hit the jackpot. Argen
tina could return to international
financial markets only by declaring
its readiness to pay. But at what cost!

protests on the streets of Buenos Aires. For a long time now
there has been no further talk of returning to the peso / dollar
parity – one dollar currently costs 20 pesos.
The ISDS lawsuits confronting Argentina – nine are still
pending and new ones could undoubtedly be filed – raise numerous questions : state sovereignty is curtailed in times of
major economic dislocations – such as those represented by a
financial crisis, a currency devaluation or the plummeting
world market price of a commodity. The associated risks should
therefore be part of a foreign investor’s commercial risk, which
must be factored in. It should not be possible, through the conduit of international law, to dump them on the State that has
been host to the investment.
The fact that there were 19 rulings against and only five in
favour of Argentina shows that this principle was followed
only in the smallest number of cases. The country’s obligations
to a foreign investor manifestly take precedence over its obligation to its own people to ensure basic supplies and respect
for human rights.
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What does corporate responsibility mean?

When Dutch subsidiaries
take the lead
Laurent Matile

When it comes to human

rights, Economiesuisse is set
for c onfrontation. Swiss companies
abroad are more aware of their
responsibility.
All too often the talk is of “the business sector”. The
discussion about corporate responsibility typifies
just how strongly opinions diverge in the globalized
private sector. While Economiesuisse –the umbrella
organization of the Swiss business sector which
also represents Switzerland’s Nestlé Corporation
among others – clings to its uncompromising rejection of the Responsible Business Initiative, the CEO
of Nestlé Netherlands espouses an entirely different position.
In the Netherlands, business giants, inter alia,
from the cocoa industry have taken the initiative to
help secure the passage of a law passed that would
stipulate due diligence with regard to child labour
in their own companies, including upstream in their
value chains. Besides the Dutch multinational
Heineken and the Cargill agribusiness corporation,
signatories to a letter to Dutch parliamentarians
also include the CEOs of Nestlé Netherlands and of
Barry Callebaut with headquarters, respectively, in
Vevey and Zurich (Switzerland). Barry Callebaut is a
company less well known to the general public but
is number one in cocoa production and processing,
with operations in 30 countries including the developing countries where cocoa is grown.
A reading of the letter is enlightening; the signatories call for binding legislation that goes beyond voluntary initiatives and self-regulation. They
admit that in the face of a genuine, real-life problem, enterprises and government must shoulder
their responsibility. Regulations on child labour
would reward the efforts of those companies and
remove the competitive disadvantages of others
that are today’s willing pioneers in this trend, and
show that financially, it is entirely possible to fulfil
one’s duty of due diligence. Lastly, the signatories
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recognize that the Netherlands is among the leading group of countries that are creating a legal
framework to prevent unfair competition and seriously address the problem of human rights violations throughout the production chain.
It should not be forgotten that the same companies that have signed the letter have also committed to voluntary initiatives to combat child labour. They are therefore convinced that legislative
and voluntary measures are not mutually exclusive,
but on the contrary, are perfectly complementary.
Missing the signs of the times
“Of course we also support the protection of human rights and compliance with environmental
standards”, the business associations Economiesuisse and Swiss Holdings never tire of repeating. With
one small, decisive caveat, however : strictly on a
voluntary basis. When the Responsible Business Initiative was submitted to the Federal Council and
the Parliament in October 2016, Economiesuisse
came out all guns blazing against the popular initiative. It would lead to a “counter-productive juridification” of the discussion on human rights and environmental protection and “to far-reaching legal,
political as well as economic problems”. The interesting thing is that in September 2017 in its dispatch regarding the Initiative, the Federal Council
stated that the thinking of Economiesuisse was
wrong in key aspects. The government pointed out
that the civil liability proposed under the Initiative
extended only to human rights violations committed by a company with headquarters in Switzerland
or a subsidiary, but did not encompass subcontracting firms. The Federal Council also underlined that
the initiative did not concern small and medium enterprises (SMEs).
Meanwhile, there have been surprising developments. On 3 November 2017, the Legal Affairs
Committee of the Council of States (LAC-S) voted
by 8 to 1 in favour of an indirect counter-proposal
by Parliament to the Initiative, which would embody key elements of it.
In the immediate run-up, several large enterprises had set aside their reluctance and come out
openly in favour of a counter-proposal, including
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names like Migros, IKEA and Mercuria, the littleknown Geneva-based commodities trading firm
which in August 2017 was regarded as Switzerland’s
fifth largest company. But that is not all : the Groupement des Entreprises Multinationales (GEM), with
over 90 members and roughly 35,000 employees
in the booming Lake Geneva region, turned to the
Legal Affairs Committee of the National Council
(LAC-N) on the matter. Unlike Economiesuisse, the
GEM has obviously read the signs of the times : it
wants the LAC-N to make common cause with its
sister committee in the Council of States and also
support a counter-proposal to the initiative. Represented in the GEM are not only subsidiaries of international corporations like Procter & Gamble, Cargill
or DuPont, but also global Swiss commodity trading
firms like Vitol or Louis Dreyfus. The UBS logo is also
present on the GEM website.
Given these clear signs of openness on the part
of big-name players, it is all the more puzzling that
Economiesuisse continues to cling to its rejection of
dialogue. The Zurich-based umbrella organization
lobbied members of the LAC-N to oppose a counter
proposal; it constantly wielded the same argument,

to the effect that this was “the wrong path” and
“counter-productive”. This approach is even more
incomprehensible considering that the promoters
of the Initiative were open to compromise. For
them, the withdrawal of the initiative would be perfectly conceivable in the event of constructive discussion respectively a solid legislative process in
Parliament.
One may also wonder at the dogmatism of
Economiesuisse in the light of the latest developments in Europe. It is worth recalling that in March
2017 the French National Assembly adopted a law
on corporate due diligence that will also impact
subsidiaries of Swiss enterprises in France. There
has been no storm of protest from their Swiss headquarters, however.
Business does take varying forms. The coming
weeks and months will show whether there will be
constructive dialogue between non-governmental
organizations and business organizations here in
Switzerland. It could pave the way for a legislative
proposal with which both sides could live. The Federal Parliament is expected to discuss the Responsible Business Initiative in the summer session.

Opponents of the Res
ponsible Business Initiative
accuse the initiators of
dogmatism. The question
is : Whose ideas end up
in the junk-room of history?
Photo : Dnipro in Eastern
Ukraine (July 2016).
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Alliance Sud shines a spotlight
Darshikka Krishnanantam was two
years old when her mother had
to flee with her from the civil war in
Sri Lanka. Today she is fluent in
Bernese German. She has two little
sons, a seat on the City Council,
a position in the Salvation Army refugee relief service and the dream of
a normal life. Her own self-description
is “Neither-nor”. At times she
feels tired of her existence between
two stools.
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Daniel Rihs (52) photographs for magazines, newspapers,
corporate clients and NGOs and specializes in portraits
and reportage. He is a networker at the photographic agency
13 Photo. His works have been shown at festivals and ex
hibitions : Biel / Bienne Festival of Photography, Kunsthalle Bern,
Museum Africa Johannesburg, European Month of Photo
graphy Berlin, Triennial of Photography Hamburg. Daniel Rihs
is the Winner of the 2016 Swiss Press Awards, Category
Swiss Stories. For the past year he has been photographing on
a regular basis in the Tamil diaspora in Switzerland.
www.danielrihs.ch

www.alliancesud.ch

