CSA 2018 Spring Meeting
Delegate’s Report for the Swiss Embassy and Swiss Clubs in the UK

The Council of the Swiss Abroad (CSA) had its Spring 2018 meeting at the Bern Town Hall
th
(Rathaus) on Saturday, March 10 , 2018. Four of the five UK delegates were present: Nathalie
Chuard, Franz Muheim (also member of the Organisation of the Swiss Abroad [OSA] committee),
Alexandre Tissot and Vincent Croset.
The session was chaired by OSA president, Remo Gysin. In addition to Franz Muheim, the other
members of the committee present to this meeting were Filippo Lombardi (OSA Vice-President,
member of the Council of States), Laurent Wehrli (Member of the National Council), Peter Wühtrich
(OSA Treasurer), Gian Franco Definti (Italy), David Mörker (USA), Roger Sauvain (France), Silvia
Schoch (Canada) and Sabine Silberstein (Singapore).

The main themes that were discussed were the following:

1. E-voting
Online voting is a necessary tool for many Swiss people living abroad. So far, only eight cantons
(BS, GE, LU, BE, NE, FR, AG, SG) offer this possibility to their citizens from abroad, and the OSA
has been consistently campaigning for this number to increase. Two systems exist at the moment,
one developed by the Canton of Geneva and the other by the Swiss Post. Concerns have recently
been reported in Switzerland on the risks involved with online voting, and some voices have even
demanded, and at the Parliamentary level, for a return to postal voting for Swiss people living
abroad.
A debate was organised on the risks involved between Franz Grüter, National Councillor
(SVP/UDC), who owns a business active in data storage, and Claudia Pletscher, head of
development and innovation at the Swiss Post. Mr Grüter claimed that cyber attacks were always
possible and that no system is 100% without risks. For him, the risks are not acceptable and
potential failures, such as tampering with voting results, could harm the credibility of Swiss
democracy. On the other hand, Ms Pletscher argued that the Swiss Post system is secure, and that
potential attacks or frauds, even though never entirely avoidable, can be more easily detected and
quantified with an online system. Carlo Sommaruga, CSA member and National Councillor, who
was involved in the establishment of the Geneva system, added that the online voting platform is
extremely secure, and that, even though it was introduced more than a decade ago, no ‘hacker’ has
ever been able to manipulate the voting results. Moreover, postal voting posed a greater risk for
vote fraud and manipulation.
The OSA will continue to campaign for more e-voting for the Swiss abroad. All Swiss people should
be able to vote, no matter where they live, and the risks involved are manageable so do not justify
the end of e-voting. However, it is important that constant security enhancements are made to
ensure a level of safety that is as high as possible.

2. Bank accounts for Swiss people abroad
Since the 2008 crisis, it has become more and more difficult, if not impossible, for Swiss expatriates
to maintain banking relationships with their home country. Often they were told to close their
account, or charged prohibitive fees. In its August 2017 meeting, the OSA presented its strategy to
make sure Swiss people abroad can keep bank accounts in Switzerland and at affordable costs.
This strategy consists of three points, which were discussed at the meeting:
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•

A breakthrough was made in the direct negotiations that the OSA has had with many Swiss
banks, to convince them of the benefits to offer fair banking conditions to the Swiss abroad.
A partnership was signed with the Banque Cantonale de Genève (BCGE), who now accept
Swiss customers living in most countries, including the UK. The fees are CHF 18 per
quarter (CHF 72 per year), which is significantly less than offers from other banks, who
generally charge around CHF 300 per year. Discussions are still ongoing between the OSA
and other banks, and it is hoped that additional options will be offered to Swiss expats in
the near future. More information is available here: https://www.bcge.ch/pdf/BCGE-tarifconditions-paiement-en.pdf

•

The major Swiss banks are protected by the State in case of a banking crisis (“too big to
fail”). The idea is to make this support from the State conditional on offering fair banking
options to the Swiss abroad. A motion by Filippo Lombardi was recently rejected by the
National Council. The OSA will continue to work on this initiative in the coming years.

•

Postfinance belongs to the Confederation. Several propositions asking for the Government
to force Postfinance to accept Swiss people living abroad, without restrictions or fees, have
been rejected in Parliament in recent years. This will be difficult to implement as
Postfinance argues that the higher costs involved, in the end, would need to be covered by
the Swiss taxpayer. Direct discussions with Postfinance in order to strike a deal similar to
the one with BCGE are ongoing.

3. Cuts to Supplementary Benefits
The supplementary benefits for AHV and IV provide assistance in cases where the pensions and
income do not cover the minimum living costs. A proposal was made recently (and accepted by the
National Council a few days after the CSA meeting) to make these benefits conditional to having
lived in Switzerland for at least 10 years consecutively before retirement.
The OSA believes that this decision is a serious limitation to the freedom of movement of Swiss
citizens. It goes against Art. 8 of the Federal Constitution, that guarantees equality of treatment, as
it disadvantages people who desire to acquire experience abroad. In addition, this decision
transfers financial burden from the Confederation to the local councils and Cantons, who will need
to provide additional Social assistance.
The council accepted unanimously a resolution signalling their consternation about this decision.
The OSA will now closely follow further developments related to this question. More discussions will
follow in the next CSA meeting.

4. Other topics
•

A meeting between CSA delegates and members of the Swiss parliament interested in the
challenges related to the Swiss abroad was organised on March 8th in the ‘Bundeshaus’ in
Bern. Fruitful discussions took place about several of the topics mentioned above, and the
delegates also enjoyed a visit of the House by National Councillor, Elisabeth SchneiderSchneiter, who is also a member of the CSA.

•

A large majority of delegates approved a proposition enabling the OSA committee to
appoint future OSA directors without approval of the CSA delegates. This is in the interest
of being able to take faster decisions in order to keep hiring competent people.

•

A proposal was made to prevent the OSA Committee to issue voting recommendations
without the approval of the CSA delegates. This was discussed extensively, and the
committee will make a proposition for settling this issue in the next meeting in August 2018.

•

The delegates gave a round of applause for Tim Guldimann, who was the only member of
the Swiss parliament living abroad (in Berlin) and has decided to leave the Parliament after
the Spring session. Mr Guldimann has done some important work supporting the Swiss
abroad.
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•

Hans-Georg Bosch, CSA delegate from South Africa, held a short presentation about
automatic information exchange. In certain countries, it is important to obtain a tax
certificate to avoid any issues with tax authorities in the country of residence. This does not
apply to the UK for the moment.

•

Franz Muheim presented a brief report from the commission in charge of improving
representation in the CSA. The goal is for more and more countries to elect their CSA
delegates democratically in the future. The Federation of Swiss Societies in the UK
(FOSSUK) has been a pioneer in this domain, as the UK was one of the first few countries
where all Swiss citizens were given the possibility to stand for the last 2017 CSA election,
and to vote.

•

After a passionate debate, the delegates refused to introduce English as an optional
nd
language in the CSA. The objective of this proposal was to facilitate the participation of 2
rd
or 3 generation citizens, who do not always speak French or German fluently, and
potentially attract younger people to the CSA. However, as Swiss people living abroad
already are confronting important difficulties to keep the same rights as their compatriots at
home, introducing a foreign language in CSA debates was seen as negative to its image.

•

Vincent Croset’s proposal for having representatives of the Swiss abroad in the National
council is moving forward, and the CSA delegates will debate about this topic in the next
meeting.

th

The next CSA meeting, held together with the 96 Congress of the Swiss Abroad, takes place from
th
th
August 10 to 12 in Visp/Viège. Registrations are now open on this link:
http://aso.ch/en/offers/congress-of-the-swiss-abroad/congress-2018
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Left: Franz Muheim, Nathalie Chuard and Vincent Croset in front of Bern Town Hall.
Right: the CSA delegates visiting the ‘Bundeshaus’
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