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How Switzerland swung towards the far right 

Haig Simonian

Black How Switzerland swung towards the far right Gains for the Swiss People's party have been seen as a sign of rising intolerance across Europe, but the appetite of the ultranationalists for draconian legislation may be smaller than than many fear, writes Haig Simonian For the millions of foreigners who visit each year, Switzerland is a country of soaring peaks, lush val-leys and happy cows. The people are polite, the trains run on time and most of the other clichés about this small nation at the heart of Europe turn out to be reassuringly true. Once every four years, however, when federal elections are held, the 7.5m Swiss briefly capture the world's attention amid concerns that a paragon of democracy may be lurching to the far right. The reason has been the rise of the ultranationalist Swiss People's party (SVP). Over almost two decades, this broad movement, committed to maintaining traditional values, conserving neutrality and independence and protecting national identity through tough curbs on foreigners, has taken a progressively bigger slice of the electoral cake. Never shy to provoke voters, the party used a campaign poster this time showing three white sheep kicking a black one off the national flag, which was widely condemned as racist. More ominously, its pledges included a commitment to enact new legislation that would allow entire foreign families to be repatriated if one child became a regular law-breaker. Such draconian legislation would go far beyond the steadily tougher rules on immigrants and asylum seekers in many neighbouring European countries. Last week, as the votes were counted, the tactics of the SVP and Christoph Blocher, arier inc rejection or attempts to gain ponncal asylum . Following an outpouring of public support, the girl and her mother were allowed to stay, but most of the family remains in Kosovo. Switzerland 's SVP is not an extremist party, hut a deeply conservative one exploiting extremist ideas. In that sense, it typifies the trend of far rigbtwing concepts infiltrating Europe's political mainstream. The SVP is nationalist, it is conservative, but it does the billionaire entrepreneur turned politician who is its driving force, proved stunningly effective. Rather than just maintaining its near-27 per cent vote as expected, the SYP hit 29 per cent, making it the biggest Swiss political party since 1919. The surprise outcome sounded alarm bells. Domestically, critics of the SVP forecast rising intolerance in a coimtry renowned for its consensus-based culture. Abroad, commentators pigeonholed Mr Blocher, justice minister since 2003, alongside extreme rightwing bogeymen such as Jean-Marie Le Pen in France and Jdrg Haider in Austria. Some even viewed tbe SVP's success as emblematic of a rising tide of intolerance across Europe. Others suggested the party's success represented a watershed for the continent, as growing affluence pushed aside traditional concerns about jobs and prices in favour of newer fears about culture and identity in an era of globalisation. Across Europe, mainstream political parties have responded to the rise of the right by adopting large chunks of its platform. In France, for example, Nicolas Sarkozy conspicuously fished for votes from Mr Le Pen's National Front with his tough talk on immigration and law and order. Among the most controversial measures was a proposal, now adopted by the French parliament, to require DNA testing for foreign dependants wanting to join their families in France. Pronounced nationalism has also become more evident in Belgium and in Norway. In Austria, which like Switzerland has some of Europe's toughest immigration rules, Mr Haider's Freedom party lost momentum partly because its demands for tougher rules on immigration, asylum and crime were coopted by the centre-right mainstream of former Chancellor Wolfgang Schtissel. This month, the immigration debate in Austria was inflamed by the case of Arigona Zogaj, a 15-year-old girl who bad spent the past five years in Austria but faced extradition when her father and siblings were deported back to their birthplace in Kosovo not step outside the boundaries of electoral politics, says Bianca Rousselot of the GFS social research institute in Bern. It supports the Swiss constitution and is one of the most ardent defenders of popular rights and direct democracy in Switzerland . To underline that, last week the party repeated its commitment to the 48-year-old arrangement at the heart of Swiss politics whereby the four biggest parties share power in a coalition government. Under the concordance system, the seven ministerial positions are shared out in a separate, post-election ballot of the country's newly appointed members of parliament, which is to meet on December 12. After the previous election in 2003, the SVP gained a second portfolio in belated recognition of its rising support over the years, putting it finally on par with the left-of-centre Social Democrats, Switzerland 's second-biggest party, and the pro-business Radicals. The centrist Christian Democrats, which lost votes, reluctantly gave up one seat. But in Switzerland , even a national party is constrained by a federal constitution devolving much power to local and regional administrations. Many decisions are subject to approval by referendum, further clipping the wings of central government. The SVP's popularity has rested on its ability punctually to conjure up threats to the idealised notion of a safe and independent Switzerland . Other political groups are portrayed as soft or fuzzy, while the SVP is projected as the dependable defender of national values. In the early 1990s, the defining theme was membership of the EU. Switzerland 's application to join was controversial, but reasonably popular and, crucially, supported by powerful business lobbies. But, in an adroit campaign that made his name, Mr Blocher presented membershipa~ a profound danger to Switzerland 's hallowed neutrality, bank secrecy and unique form of direct democracy. In a decisive referendum in 1992, the Swiss rejected joining the Euro pean Economic Area a sort of halfway house to EU membership and the SVP's ascent began. The referendum consigned relations between Bern and Brussels to a painstaking path of bilateral diplomacy, as direct membership was replaced by a series of intricate treaties governing everything from timber to toothpaste. Although occasionally bumpy, the process ran its course, culminating in referendums in 2005 and 2006. Accommodation with Brussels forced the SVP to seek other foes. Its focus has shifted to immigration and law and order two issues that conveniently overlap, in view of statistics showing foreigners are more hkely to commit crimes or abuse social security than native Swiss. We're not against foreigners at least not against good foreigners who work hard, says Pirmin Schwander, a SVP member of parliament. But there's a difference between the Italians, Spanish and Portuguese immigrants who came here in the 1960s, accepted Swiss values and often stayed, and the arrivals of today. The party's prime targets have been the non-EU foreigners who settled in Switzerland after the country opened its doors to thousands of Balkan refugees during the collapse of the former Yugoslavia. Such arrivals, many Muslim, have, according to the SVP, been loath to integrate and accept Swiss ways and been much more incbned to commit violent crimes or traffic in drugs. To further its message, the party has played ruthlessly on deep-seated fears of cultural dilution and of engulfment by bigger neighbours. Much of the SVP's campaigning has been politically incorrect and some of its claims downright absurd, such as its blatant extrapolation two years ago of immigration statistics to prove Switzerland would ultimately have a Muslim majority unless actiod were taken urgently. The most xenophobic of its supporters extend their fears to German and other EU citizens allowed to settle more easily since the bilateral treaties, claiming their arrival has pushed up prices and cost Swiss jobs. Emboldened by its unexpectedly strong election result, such voices in the SVP may now become louder. Tighter immigration laws are one possibility. A campaign pledge to ban the building of minarets not that Switierland is awash with such requests is another. Eelations with the EU may also come under strain. The European Commission has ilaimed Switzerland 's federal system, which ullows the 26 cantons to set their own rates )f company tax, represents unfair competi-:ion. The Swiss reject the view. The SVP may also insist on some symbolic ict to underline Swiss independence probaly via the formal withdrawal of Bern's fortotten EU membership application. But if the economy continues to grow at its current strong pace, the SVP's more pragmatic, pro-business faction will almost certainly prevail over its more ideological backwoodsmen. That could boost demands for tax cuts, smaller government and less red tape. With unemployment at 4 per cent (and just 2.8 per cent on the narrower national measure), the SVP's harsh line on immigration may give way to greater flexibility given many companies' demand for skilled labour. Indeed, economic policy, such as liberalisation of the highly regulated electricity and gas markets, reform of the stretched social security system, and even privatisation may become greater priorities than the party's high-profile posturing on foreigners. In his first considered reaction to the election result this week, Mr Blocher informally laid claim to the home affairs and economics ministries the tWo heavyweight government portfolios responsible for social security and privatisation and liberalisation respectively. Mr Blocher also said he could envisage the SYP extending its vote further in future elections. Claude Longchamp, Switzerland 's best-known electoral connnentator, reckons that the party can still accumulate votes in French-speaking regions, even if its support in German-speaking Switzerland has probably reached its limit. Such an event would further distinguish the SVP from the extremist European populist parties with wbich it is erroneously bundled. Mr Haider's Freedom party never grew beyond the 20 per cent of the national vote it captured in its best result. Mr Le Pen's National Front did not even manage tbat. One reason has been the tendency of populist movements to split, especially when in or approaching power. Another has been the ability of parties from the political mainstream to co-opt the populists' platform. The SVP bas not suffered such challenges yet. That is partly because it has managed to remain unified, in spite of its many different political currents. The weakness of its opponents has also played a role. This month's election campaign, for example, demonstrated the SVP's superior professionalism ahd dynamism, but also its much more lavish funding. Party finances in Switzerland are notoriously opaque, meaning the source of the SVP's money is not fully clear. But its resources invariably overshadow those of its rivals come election time in blanket media and billboard advertising. Should the party grow further, that would, in time, question the entire concordance system of Swiss politics. It would presage a shift to the more adversarial systems of other European countries, with clearly defined governments and oppositions. Although the frontiers between Switzerland and its neighbours may often be hard to recognise, the Swiss themselves do not seem inclined to go that far quite yet. Swiss election results Swiss Peoples Share of vote (%) party (SVP) 30 Social Democrats (SPS) Radicals (FDP) Christian Democrats (CVP) Sources: Mark Duckenf ield, LSE Angus Reid Global Monitor 

