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The EU electricity market directive re-
quired the full deregulation of the markets 
of its member countries by 2003. Today, 
the European countries are only partially 
liberalized in one or several sections ex-
cept for Norway and England.
 The Swiss Government had aimed at 
liberalizing the electricity market in step 
with Europe as early as in 2003. The peo-
ple rejected this step in a referendum.
 The first phase of a regulated liber-
alization of the Swiss electricity market 
began with the Federal Electricity Supply 
Act (StromVG) on 23 March 2007.  Ac-
cording to that law big customers with a 
consumption of more than 100 megawatt 
hours (MWh) per year, representing 53 
percent of the market, as well as all power 
distributors are free to choose their elec-
tricity supplier. The opening of the market 
for small businesses and private house-
holds is scheduled for 2014. However, this 
step is subject to an optional referendum.1

Thus, the energy policy of the Swiss Fed-
eral Council2, which is incorporated in the 
Electricity Supply Act, has virtually antic-
ipated all elements of the third EU Inter-
nal Energy Market Package3 in anticipatory 
obedience. In particular, the requirement of 
the EU, namely that the transmission grid at 
high and extra-high voltage is taken away 
from the “vertically integrated electricity 
distributors” as owners, is already met. It 
is now managed by a national grid compa-
ny, in the case of Switzerland by Swissgrid 
(EGL previously), as a so-called natural 
monopoly. Thus the national transmission 
system has been prepared for the open mar-
ket taking over all EU rules and laws.

Switzerland as an electric power hub
For more than 50 years the European 
power grid has been working best under 
private law before well-established rules 
were reissued by Brussels again. The power 
grids of Switzerland, Germany and France 
were connected for the first time in 1958 
at the high voltage level (220 kV), later in 
1967 at the high-voltage level with 380 kV. 
4 The company EGL in Laufenburg (Swit-
zerland) became a central trading cent-
er of the European power producers. The 

exchange of power to ensure safe supply 
has been carried out primarily as a mutual 
support, contractually protected. The con-
tracts for electricity supply from French nu-
clear power plants, filling the gap in Swiss 
power supply during wintertime date from 
that period where security of supply had 
priority. Today, the contracts are at risk. 
Later, electricity trading was pushed more 
and more (see box). Today, still one-tenth 
of the electricity currently exchanged be-
tween 34 European countries flows through 
Switzerland. The geographical location of 
Switzerland and its politically independent 
status actually promote this.

In the meantime numerous power mar-
kets have been established in Europe and 
Laufenburg has partially lost its leading 
role as a trading center. However, inter-

national power trading is still important 
for Swiss electricity companies: In 2011 
Switzerland imported 83 TWh of electric-
ity and exported 81 TWh, while domestic 
consumption was only 59 TWh. The for-
eign trade resulted in a revenue of about 
1 billion Swiss Franks.5 Every second 
Swiss Frank, the Swiss electricity supply 
companies earn, comes from abroad. Still, 
Switzerland is perfectly integrated in the 
European electricity grid and European 
electricity trading.

Electricity trading is approaching  
the financial market

The expanding electricity trade does in 
no way rank after the meanwhile discred-

Deregulation of the EU-electricity market and Switzerland:
Prices and uncertainty in supply threaten to increase

by Dr-Ing Ernst Pauli

Electricity market agreements as a pilot agreement  
for the automatic adoption of EU law

mw.  The impulse for the negotiation of 
contractual regulation of the electricity 
transit between Switzerland and the EU 
was given by the European Commission. 
The negotiations were launched in late 
2007. By the projected agreement, the 
electricity markets of Switzerland and 
the EU were to be harmonized and secu-
rity of supply was to be increased. Since 
it is not likely that the EU Commission is 
concerned about the security of supply 
in Switzerland, it is more likely that all 
these refer solely to supply the EU with 
Swiss hydropower. This assumption is con-
firmed by the following statement on the 
website of the DFA: “Switzerland could 
thus secure its role as an electricity hub in 
Europe and thanks to the flexible use of 
pumped storage power plants contribute 
to a “Battery” in the Alpine region for the 
European electricity supply”. So, Switzer-
land is supposed to supply the required 
power to the European electricity trusts.

At the same time Brussels wants to 
use the agreement to bring Switzerland 
to the so-called “dynamic takeover” of 
EU law – and the Federal Council of Swit-
zerland falls in line. In autumn of 2010, 
the Federal Council had in so far extend-
ed the Swiss negotiating mandate, as 
assuring that the recent legal develop-
ments in the EU about the third internal 

energy market package, would be taken 
over by Switzerland. (as of March 2013: 
ongoing negotiations)

DFA website: www. Europa.admin.ch/
themen/00499/00503/00563/index.

html?lang=de
As the Federal Council of Switzerland 

has repeatedly explained, the energy 
agreement is planned as a pilot agree-
ment for future automatic adoption of 
EU law. So on 8 March 2012, the New Eu-
ropean Movement Switzerland (nebs) 
writes: “Recently, the new Foreign Min-
ister Didier Burkhalter presented a Eu-
ropean political roadmap to the media: 
the holistic and coordinated approach, 
technocratically referred to as GKA, was 
to be pursued, with the energy dossier it 
is to serve as a pilot or test agreement. 
Institutional issues will be resolved on 
the basis of this specific agreement.”

nebs, overview paper on institutional 
questions of 8 March 2012, www.europa.

ch/Files/pdf/120306_uebersichtspapier_in-
sitution.pdf

All right? What the Swiss voters say to 
the roadmap of the former nebs-mem-
ber Burkhalter, in the direct democratic 
Switzerland, actually would have to be 
resolved in a referendum, before the re-
gime in Brussels believe the Swiss pur-
sued the same goals as themselves.

continued on page 2
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ited financial markets. There are trading 
operations like “Call”, “Strikes”, “Base” 
or “Peak”.  Whether the business is hap-
pening actually physical or on the finan-
cial level must be specifically indicated or 
agreed. The “traded” volume of electricity 
is 10 times larger than the physically exist-
ing electrical energy. A kWh of electricity 
goes from production through transmission 
to the consumer through up to ten hands 
depending on the progress of market open-
ing. Banks, hedge funds and other competi-
tors who are new to trade increasingly pen-
etrate the electricity business.6 The Swiss 
electricity trading companies in their com-
mercial activities are ruled by the stock ex-
change and securities trading act already, 
and are, amazingly, under the control of 
FINMA (Financial Market Authority).

Liberalisation 
drives the price of electricity up

The free market is prescribed by EU leg-
islation and praised by the Swiss Electric-
ity Supply Act; cheaper electricity prices 
would be achieved through competition, 
we are told. 

In Switzerland electricity prices are 
still charged close to the actual production 
costs and they are not subject to specula-
tion. The average electricity prices of 20 
cents/kWh are still below the average in 
the EU and about 20 percent lower com-

pared to those of the neighboring coun-
tries, Austria, Italy and Germany. France 
plays a special role with extremely low 
politically influenced prices.7

In view of further votes on liberaliza-
tion one needs to know that all those in-
volved assume a rise in electricity pric-
es in an open market. But the propaganda 
claims the opposite.

The OECD/IEA – the organization 
driving forward the liberalization of the 
“public service” worldwide admits in its 
report on the Swiss Energy Policy8, that 
given the low price of electricity for do-
mestic household customers “the export of 
electricity [could] be more interesting than 
deliveries to domestic households”. This 
might lead to a “bottleneck in supply for 
the households and reliability problems”. 
And as a recommendation: “on average, 
power would become more expensive for 
the final consumer, but Switzerland could 
increase the acceptance of price increases  
introducing accompanying curbing meas-
ures particularly for energy-intensive, ex-
port-dependent companies.”

In plain English: electricity prices are 
intended to be raised, one intends to move 
away from the priority of supply security 
for the Swiss people, and one intends and 
wants to earn as much money as possible 
in an open international market. House-
holds are threatened with potential short-
age; one was going to do something for 
the customers with large consumption 
with “curbed” prices as they still have 
some power on the market. 

Bulk buyers could take advantage of 
the free market, but do not

In accordance with the statement of the 
Association of Swiss Electricity Com-
panies in Aarau (VSE) there are in total 
50,000 users with consumption greater 
than 100 MWh per year in Switzerland. 
With the liberalization of the electrici-
ty market, these companies are empo-
wered to obtain their electrical energy, 
which is equivalent to approximately 53% 
of the total consumption, on the free mar-
ket. This possibility has been used only 
to a very restrained extend. In 2009 less 
than 100 of the 50 000 eligible consumers 
dared to take this step.9 

In the first 3 years despite the permis-
sion of free market access only 5 percent of 
the electric power consumed by large con-
sumers has been procured in the liberalized 
market.10 On 18 November 2009 the Fed-
eral Council stated that the declared objec-
tive of the opening of the market – namely 
the creation of a competitive power supply 
with transparent prices – has not yet been 
achieved.  The Department of Environ-
ment, Transport, Energy and Communica-
tions (DETEC) was tasked with a revision 
of the Electricity Supply Act. It is unclear 
what the intention is at this point.

Security of supply is not guaranteed
A survey among 33 decision-makers and 
experts in the Swiss Electricity business11 
has disclosed very surprising statements: 
Self-sufficiency in the power supply is 

continued on page 3

“Deregulation of the EU-electricity ...”
continued from page 1

It can be done without EU and the free market

“Festschrift” on the 25th anniversary of UCPTE, Union for the Coordination of the Production and  
Transport of Electricity

ep. The UCPTE was founded on 23 May 
1951, as an Association of seven Europe-
an countries. It aimed at creating an inte-
grated power grid and at adjusting the 
power supply in the countries involved 
to modern developments. Long before it 
was believed in a necessary need of cen-
tral control of Europe from Brussels, the 
UCPTE was heading in free and volun-
tary cooperation to merge the Europe-
an power grids to one grid under the as-
pects of reliability, safety and efficiency 
and has achieved this target. Reliability 
was improved by the possibility of mutual 
help in case of unexpected power plant 
failures through exchange of electricity 
via the interconnected grid. The econo-
my was improved avoiding overflow loss-
es in the use of hydropower, for example.
The members of the UCPTE were respon-
sible personalities from the ranks of the 
power plant operators, but also dele-
gates of ministries in the various coun-
tries. The way of cooperation contrast-
ed pleasantly to the coercions going out 
from Brussels today.

The commemorative publication pro-
vides a wonderful insight into the work 
and thinking of the Union for the Coor-
dination of Production and Transport of 
Electricity. The work was driven by a sense 
of great responsibility, mutual trust, co-
operation and friendship, not by profit: 
“Everything is based on the voluntary co-
operation and the goodwill of the peo-
ple involved in a leading role in the field 
of the UCPTE”, it reads. Or: “because long 
working and personal relationships – even 
friendships – have arisen among them, the 
indispensable confidence has evolved.”

The members were selected person-
alities, experienced in the power plant 
business. Good cooperation was as well 
supported, in that the members couldn’t 
act by proxy, but had to attend in work-
ing sessions personally.

This has been fostered as well among 
employees at the switchboards, who co-
ordinated the load distribution in the 
grid in brief telephone calls.

Those responsible saw a balance be-
tween central control and decentrali-

zation as optimum. The focus was on 
the security and reliability of electric-
ity supply on a regional level. – Im-
portance was attached to person-
al responsibility of each employee in 
collaboration. Also, one renounced 
to elaborate bureaucratic structures 
and budgets within the framework 
of the working group. Each Member 
State took over chairmanship and ad-
ministration of the association at its 
own expense on a rotation principle 
for 2 years. The networks began to 
work with the relevant technical rules, 
worked out in voluntary cooperation. 
In numerous reports, these rules were 
captured and made available to the 
general public. It has been shown for 
58 years that a central organization is 
not required and certainly no free mar-
ket for the cooperation and a function-
ing power supply. The UCPTE (later 
UCTE) was dissolved in 2009 and re-
placed by an agency of the EU, which 
ultimately is intended to create the 
conditions for the free market. 15
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not given today, if 20 percent of the Swiss 
electricity consumption has to be imported 
during wintertime from France. They see 
clearly that the EU in case of shortfalls will 
auction the cross border capacity and that 
it will be at least more expensive for  Swit-
zerland once the long term supply contracts 
with France will have expired. Experts see 
very clearly that in the case of shortage of 
electric power in the surrounding coun-
tries the domestic requirements will be 
served first. Switzerland would become 
open to blackmail being dependent on im-
ports. The clear statements of 33 surveyed 
experts and decision-makers are contrary 
to the propaganda concerning the market 
opening and the postulates of the Electric-
ity Supply Act for the year 2014.

Other researches result in different out-
comes worth considering. They identify a 
susceptibility of the power supply under 
far-reaching privatization due to insuffi-
cient maintenance or lack of reserves.12

An overall concept for a safe power 
supply to Switzerland is necessary

The rapid development of renewable energy 
in Europe, particularly of photovoltaic, has 
resulted in a situation where the business 
model of the Swiss pumped-storage power 
stations to cover peak loads at the middle 
of the day does not work any longer. The 
reason is often the abundant solar energy. 
Still one prefers to offer profitable storage 
power on the international market, rather 
than to integrate it into a concept of secu-
rity for domestic supply. Rethinking must 
take place. It is often argued that Switzer-
land has a strong bargaining position with 
the EU due to its pumped storage. Howev-
er, the argument is a relative one. The Swiss 
pump storage capacity is in the order of 4 
GW and plays a minor role in the European 
context.  Compared to the wind and photo-
voltaic systems installed between 2000 and 
2011 in the EU, stochastically producing 
131 GW, where such production loss needs 
to be replaced, the Swiss capacity is com-
parably small. But it would play a role if 
this equipment would be integrated into an 
overall concept for a secure supply to Swit-
zerland with renewable energies and into an 
effective, just right-in-size storage system.

The bilateral agreement on electric 
power with the EU and  

the interest of Switzerland
On 11.6.2012 the management of econo-
miesuisse13 wrote to the Federal council-
lors Burkhalter and Schneider-Ammann 
with copy to Mrs Leuthard and explained 
the view of the industry on the policy of 
the Federal Council: It is favourable that 
the economy still excludes an automatic 
takeover of EU law by Switzerland. Rele-
vant EU legislation should be applied “au-
tonomously” only, but an independent sur-
veillance authority is proposed. There is 
a close interaction between the bilateral 
power supply agreement, market liberali-
zation and the Swiss energy strategy 2050. 
Market liberalization should be quickly 
advanced. The dossier of power supply 
agreements are to be treated with priority. 
It is claimed that security of supply could 
be improved through the full opening of 
the market, a claim that has actually been 
disproved since long.

In a letter of 15.6.2012, the President of 
the Swiss Confederation Eveline Widmer-
Schlumpf signaled consent to the adoption 
of EU law to EU President Barroso14. Only 
in a few cases she advocates the Swiss po-
sition. At least concerning the upcoming 
reversion of water concessions and owner-
ship on facilities for power generation she 
seeks for an exception from the general EU 
terms of tender. The sovereignty is main-
tained at least on this point. “Switzerland’s 
sovereignty must be guaranteed. The possi-
bility of exceptions (e.g. for water conces-
sions or consumer protection regulations) 
must be retained”, it reads.

Unfortunately, no evidence of demand-
ing preservation of vested rights on long-
term supply contracts with French nucle-
ar power plants are found in this relatively 
new paper. However, they are essential 
for the power supply of Switzerland. This 
“acquis” deserves special attention.

This file shows the danger that the lib-
eralization of the market is bringing up. 
Foreign market forces could get access 
to the use of water power in Switzerland. 
Widmer-Schlumpf’s letter is offering EU 
institutions access to regulate the market 
in Switzerland. The Acer (Agency for the 
Cooperation of Energy Agencies) would 
be “eventually empowered to make deci-
sions affecting Switzerland”.

Why should sensible standards and 
norms, which have worked best on a pri-
vate basis, be recreated in the framework 
of the EU?

Of course, technically it makes sense 
that Switzerland is integrated into a pan-
European grid. It is however important that 
vital national interests such as sovereignty 
and the possibility of self-sufficiency in the 
power supply in case of need are in prin-
ciple  possible and are politically reflect-
ed. Switzerland should use its advantages 
on the European electricity market and be 
a partner on par at the negotiating table. It 
should not give up its interests in favor of 
the potential earnings of a very few.  •
1  Federal Electricity Supply Act of 23 March 

2007 (updated 1 July 2012)
2 Stärkung der Stromdrehscheibe Schweiz und 

der Versorgungssicherheit. Bericht des Bun-
desrates in Erfüllung des Postulates 9.3468 der 
UREK-N of 11 May 2009

3 Directive 2009/72/EC of the European Parlia-
ment and the Council of 13 July 2009 concern-
ing common rules for the internal market in 
electricity

4 1967, Star of Laufenburg: 17 countries have 
united in UCPTE, the western European inte-
grated network.

5 avenir suisse, 17 August 2012, Urs Meister. Der 
Nutzen eines bilateralen Stromabkommens mit 
der EU

6 Michael Paetsch, Robert Böck, Universität St. 
Gallen HSG, Diplomarbeit, Strommarktliberali-
sierung in der Schweiz: Neue Strukturen und ihre 
Herausforderungen, 30 April 2009, page 64

7 Swiss Federal Office of Energy, FFOE, June 
2011: Strompreisentwicklung in der Schweiz im 
internationalen Vergleich

8 Energy Policies of IEA Countries – Switzerland 
2012 Review IEA – Tiefenprüfung der Schweiz-
erischen Energiepolitik – Report 2012, Copy-
right © 2012, OECD/IEA Paris

9 Michael Paetsch, Robert Böck, Universität St. 
Gallen HSG, Diplomarbeit, Strommarktliberal-
isierung in der Schweiz: Neue Strukturen und 
ihre Herausforderungen, 30 April 2009, page 11

10 Tätigkeitsbericht der ElCom 2011, Eidgenös-
sische Elektrizitätskommission, Bern, page 24, 
www.elcom.admin.ch

11 C. Wohlfahrtstätter, R. Boutellier, Schweizer 
Stromversorgung: Den Bürger im Visier; new 
 management, No 5, 2010

12 Schriftenreihe Forschungsforum Öffentli-
che  Sicherheit, Freie Universität Berlin, State 
of the Art der Forschung zur Verwundbarkeit 
kritischer  Infrastrukturen am Beispiel Strom/
Stromausfall,  
J. Birkmann, C. Bach, S. Guhl, M. Witting, 
T. Welle, M. Schmude, gefördert vom Bun-
desministerium für Umwelt, Berlin, page 97

13 11 June 2012, Letter of the directory of econo-
miesuisse to the Federal Councillors Burkhalter, 
Schneider-Ammann und Leuthard

14 15 June 2012, Letter of the Federal President to 
EU-President Barosso inofficial translatio, web-
site of the DEA, www.europa.admin.ch

15 Festschrift 25 years UCPTE, 1951 to 1976, edi-
tors: Secretariaat UCPTE, Arnhem, Nederland 
28 April 1976

continued on page 3

Necessary focus of Swiss electricity policy
•	 Security	of	supply	in	electric	power	for	the	benefit	of	citizens
•	 Use	of	the	Swiss	pumped	storage	power	stations	in	support	of	the	expansion	of	
renewable	energy	in	Switzerland

•	 If	necessary,	self-sufficiency	is	possible	in	power	supply	
•	 Involvement/activities	of	SMEs	in	the	decentralized	and	local	power	sup-
ply

•	 Promotion	of	SMEs	in	the	development	of	ideas	and	technologies	in	power	
supply

“Deregulation of the EU-electricity ...”
continued from page 2
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mw. People who believed the protesta-
tions of politicians in the past according 
to which the bilateral treaties with the EU 
would bring many benefits to our country 
may recently feel bound to deeper reflec-
tions by various news reports.

It is only the tip of the iceberg that the 
Federal Council under the leadership of 
Simonetta Sommaruga (SP) feels prompt-
ed to temporarily reintroduce the safe-
guard clause due to the unstoppable influx 
of foreign workers on the Swiss labor mar-
ket. In response, the Social Democratic 
Party (SP) finally required “firmer meas-
ures” on the free movement of persons in a 
communiqué of 24 April. It must be noted: 
the Agreement on the Free Movement of 
Persons between Switzerland and the EU 
Member States has been valid since1 June 
2002. In the referendum campaign the 
Federal Council had already promised 
“effective measures” to protect the native 
workers. At great financial and person-
nel cost – of course at the expense of the 
Swiss taxpayer and the Swiss economy – 
inspections have been carried out for over 
ten years on construction sites, in the hos-
pitality industry and in other industries. 
With little success because the neighbors 
willing to work understandably come in 
our country in view of the far higher levels 

of unemployment in their home countries 
and in their desperation they are looking 
for bypass opportunities that are hard to 
curb. Therefore a report in the Swiss radio 
three years ago sounded as follows:

“Again and again so-called false self-
employed workers from EU countries are 
working on Swiss construction sites at sig-
nificantly lower wages. Trade unions and 
the Secretariat for Economic Affairs now 
want to put a stop to this wage dumping.” 
(SRF of 19 June 2010). However, cantons 
along the border that wanted to obtain a 
better overview with a seven-day regis-
tration period for self-employed workers 
were promptly pulled up short by Brus-
sels. Latest news of 18 April: during the 
construction of the watch and jewelry fair 
“Baselworld” construction site controllers 
happen to come upon masses of false self-
employed workers who do not comply 
with any minimum wage regulations and 
work for dumping wages starting from 10 
Euro per hour. (Source: “Tages-Anzeiger” 
of 18 April) Of course the legions of con-
trollers cost taxpayers quite a sum.

Other adoptions of EU law also do not 
bring the Swiss the promised blessings. 
The unilateral introduction of the Cassis-
de-Dijon principle (Switzerland allows 
products under EU law without reciproc-

ity) was made popular for Swiss con-
sumers with the promise they could save 
over 2 billion francs per year in the fu-
ture while shopping because they could 
buy cheaper goods from the EU with-
out restrictions. Due to the correspond-
ing hopes of many voters the referen-
dum against the agreement did not come 
about. Now we can read in the daily press 
that these promised blessings have not 
occurred in any way either. On the con-
trary, prices have increased significant-
ly in comparison with neighboring coun-
tries from 2010 to 2012. This had partly 
also to do with the high Swiss franc but 
taken alone the Cassis-de-Dijon principle 
has so far brought “no measurable price 
effect” according to a study presented by 
the SECO. This means: Swiss consum-
ers accept lower standards (e.g. cider 
with only 15 percent apple juice!) with-
out having any price advantages. (Source: 
“Schweizer Bauer” of 27 April 2013)

When reading such reports the atten-
tive citizen is asking himself: Do we real-
ly urgently need more bilateral agreements 
with the EU as some politicians would like 
to make us believe? Or don’t we rather 
need a break? This is especially true for 
unilateral adoptions of laws like the Cas-
sis-de-Dijon principle. •

Bilateral agreements – unredeemed promises
Cassis-de-Dijon without measurable price effects

Biofuels exacerbate problems of global malnutrition

In Switzerland, the nuclear phase-out is a 
fact decreed by the Federal Council. The 
decision was taken quickly, but the con-
sequences hardly considered. Now the 
consultation process is on in cantons, as-
sociations and the industry. Trade asso-
ciations have already pointed out that a 
total and hasty exit could lead to a col-
lapse of the export industry among oth-
ers. “The GDP could fall by up to 25 per-
cent, and that no economic nation has 
ever coped with.” The Greens and nucle-
ar opponents simply sweep aside such 
concerns. They refer to the renewable 
energies, “that today are already avail-
able to a sufficient extent.” [...]
The proponents of the withdrawal re-
peatedly and vehemently put forward 
the Song of Songs of the “always re-
growing bio-fuel”. Even though the use 
of valuable land for growing grain, from 
which bio-fuels are processed, has al-

ready become a dilemma. Criticism that 
basic foodstuff is being processed  to fuel 
at the expense of an already undersup-
plied world population is getting strong-
er. There are many problems. Thus, re-
searchers demonstrate by the example of 
corn, that the production process for one 
liter of ethanol (produced mainly in Bra-
zil on a large scale), including the cultiva-
tion on the field, devours 7,474 kilocalo-
ries of energy. But the produced liter of 
ethanol contains only 5,130 kilocalories. 
This represents a minus of 2,344 kilocal-
ories or a negative energy balance of 46 
percent for ethanol from corn ...!
Switchgrass brings a minus of 50 percent, 
the acclaimed soy diesel an enormous 
minus of 63 percent and diesel from 
rapeseed a decline of 58 percent. Even 
the most promising palm oil production 
results in a loss of 8 percent. With the 
production of biofuels, the United States 

and other countries make themselves, 
ironically, more dependent on oil. Be-
cause to produce one unit of bio-fuel re-
quires mostly more fossil energy as ener-
gy is provided by the fuel. Consequently, 
more oil and natural gas are needed in 
the US to produce bio-fuels. But exactly 
the opposite was politically intended ... !
With the cultivation of crops for bio-fuels 
the necessity to reduce the consumption 
of natural resources is definitely disre-
garded. Also the problem of global mal-
nutrition is worsened, when basic food-
stuff is to be converted into fuel. “The 
environment and in particular the glob-
al food chain are stronger burdened.” 
Furthermore, there is not enough land, 
water and energy worldwide to produce 
bio-fuels in addition to food ...

Source: Swiss Confidential Letter No. 1348 
of 2.2.2013
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thk. In mid-April, the Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergey Lavrov travelled to Swit-
zerland and met with his ministerial col-
league, the head of the Federal Depart-
ment of Foreign Affairs (DFA), Didier 
Burkhalter, for an official working visit. 
In the following there was a press con-
ference, at which the two magistrates in-
formed the press about the present state 
of relations between Switzerland and 
Russia. Both Didier Burkhalter as well 
as Sergey Lavrov expressed their opin-
ion that the relationship between the two 
countries was excellent and that they 
would like to continue cooperation in 
many areas. Federal Councillor Burkhal-
ter mentioned that for a very long time 
diplomatic relations had already exist-
ed, which had been very intense and far-
reaching. This year, 18 thematic meetings 
between the two foreign ministries had al-
ready taken place, and in the course of 
the last year there had been four direct 
contacts with the Russian government. 
Federal Councillor Burkhalter stated 
verbally: “So these are pretty intense re-
lationships, and it is important for us to 
continue them.” 
 A major foreign policy process will be 
the adoption of the OSCE (Organization 
for Security and Cooperation in Europe) 
presidency by Switzerland next year. In 
this context, Federal Councillor Burkhal-
ter emphasized the importance of Swit-
zerland’s cooperation with Russia: This 
cooperation was also the focus at the 
meeting prior to the press conference. In 
his statement to the press conference Ser-
gey Lavrov talked about the areas Russia 
and Switzerland were cooperating, and he 
emphasized the excellent and intense con-
tacts with Switzerland as well on his part.

“Ladies and Gentlemen, 
I am very satisfied with our today’s ne-
gotiations my colleague Didier Burkhal-
ter has just told about. We are developing 
an intensive and multifaceted partnership, 
have regular contacts at the summit and 
high political level, a far-flung network of 
contacts between field ministries, cooper-
ation of foreign ministers, Swiss cantons 
and Russian regions, parliaments of the 
two countries are well-established. This 
creates rich and eventful tissue of interac-
tion. We have good results and even more 
favourable prospects in trade, economics 
and investment spheres. I think that the 
participation of Russia in the WTO, for 
which we always received effective sup-
port of our Swiss colleagues, will con-

tribute to the deepening of economic 
exchanges. The interaction developing be-
tween the Customs Union of Russia, Be-
larus and Kazakhstan and the European 
Free Trade Association will help to ex-
tend cooperation in the sphere of econom-
ics and trade in terms of the possibility to 
conclude an agreement about a free trade 
area. In light of the forthcoming presiden-
cy of Switzerland in the OSCE next year, 
we have discussed priorities of the Swiss 
presidency and the initiatives that are pro-
moted by Russia in this organization. We 
agreed to continue close cooperation and 
to coordinate our steps for the advance-
ment of the “Helsinki plus 40” process at 

the level of ministers and deputy minis-
ters, as well as experts. 

We expressed gratitude to our Swiss 
partners for effective and very scrupulous 
functions for the representation of inter-
ests of Russia in Georgia and interests of 
Georgia in Russia, as well as for the pro-
vision of their Geneva spaces for the con-
duct of Geneva discussions concerning 
issues of stability and security in Trans-
caucasia. Geneva certainly stands out as 
a negotiation space among many other 
points of the world – they have special at-
mosphere helping to easier agree. 

Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov in Switzer-
land: “We appreciate our cooperation very much”

Press conference with Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and Federal Councillor Didier Burkhalter on 12 April in Neuchâtel

Question on a financial centre in Moscow
“To what extent the global financial and 
economic crisis and the crisis on Cyprus 
may contribute to the activation of co-
operation between Russia and Switzer-
land for the purposes of implementation 
of the idea of the Russian government to 
create an international financial centre 
in the country? Is there a possibility for 
such agreements from the point of view 
of financial regulation?” 
Sergey Lavrov: “As you know, we have 
plans to create an international finan-
cial centre in Moscow, and they are in no 
way related to the events currently tak-
ing place on Cyprus or in any other coun-
try of the European Area. We have been 
having these plans for several years, and 
they are coming to fruition in close co-
operation with our international part-
ners. 

As to the crisis in the European Area 
and in the European economy in general, 
we think that it is of primary importance 
to ensure active participation of the larg-
est world’s financial centres, including 
Switzerland, of course, within the frame-
work of the efforts we undertake. 

At the meeting of heads of finan-
cial agencies of members states of the 
Group of Twenty that took place in Feb-
ruary in Moscow and was very valuable, 
your country was represented by your 
minister of finance. 

Thus our economic and investment 
cooperation is not of a volatile nature, 
it does not depend on crisis cycles. We 
have something to offer to each other, 
and we will continue our cooperation.”
Source: www.mid.ru/brp_4.nsf/0/A3930E-

FAF8E3D60444257B50001C89F8

Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and Federal Councillor Didier Burkhalter 
(picture thk)
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continued on page 7

Yesterday in Geneva I met heads of in-
ternational organizations, whose head-
quarters are located there. We talked in 
detail about major, but sometimes unno-
ticeable job done by these organizations 
in a variety of spheres. 

Mass media almost do not talk about it, 
because these things are considered to be 
a routine, though many everyday issues of 
interest to citizens in all parts of the world 
are solved though the organizations locat-
ed in Geneva. I mean health care, labour 
standards, protection of intellectual prop-
erty, humanitarian issues, human rights 
and many other things. 

In my opinion, there is a good reason 
that the only hope to overcome the Syri-
an crisis is Geneva Communiqué that was 
coordinated and approved in this city as 
a result of long negotiations on 30 June 
2012. 

Now we see attempts to disrupt any 
chances of peaceful settlement, to impose 
to international organizations wrongful 
decisions the purpose of which is to dele-
gitimize the Syrian regime. No good will 

come out it, thus we just ‘bring grist to 
mill’ of war that will last forever. 

The purpose of such counterproductive 
line is to willingly or unwillingly bring 
radicals to power in Syria and to put an 
end to the multi-religious, multi-ethnic na-
ture of the Syrian state. 

Russia values its interaction with Swiss 
colleagues in international affairs. It will 
be even more active, when Switzerland 
will preside in OSCE. We are ready for 

that and we count on fruitful cooperation. 
We have also agreed that in the nearest 
time our representatives will coordinate 
the schedule of cultural, political, histori-
cal and memorial events dedicated to 200 
years of setting diplomatic relations be-
tween Russia and Switzerland that will be 
celebrated in May 2014.  •

Source: www.mid.ru/brp_4.nsf/0/A3930E-
FAF8E3D60444257B50001C89F8

thk. The relations between Switzerland 
and the huge Russian Empire or the Rus-
sian Federation respectively have a long 
and eventful history. For centuries, there 
has been a lively exchange between the 
two countries, both on official and private 
levels. This goes back to the time of Peter 
the Great. Then the first German Quarters1 
emerged in the Moscow vicinity, chosen 
as a new “home” also by numerous Swiss 
people, especially craftsmen and officers. 
The book “Käser, Künstler, Kommunisten” 
(Cheese makers, artists, communists), ed-
ited by Eva Maeder and Peter Niederhäu-
ser, tells about the interesting chapters of 
Swiss-Russian relations.2 The Genevan 
Francois Lefort, who was a confidant of 
Peter the Great and got to be a general and 
the first Admiral in Russian history, be-
came especially famous.3 However, less 
famous Swiss also tried their luck in the 
Russian countryside and brought about an 
exchange between the cultures. Ultimately, 
the excellent Tilsit cheese originally came 
from Switzerland. Expatriate Swiss cheese 
makers produced this cheese in Tilsit, 
and interested local colleagues learned 
the Swiss art of caseation. Thus, the Tilsit 
cheese was born, whose name was import-
ed back into Switzerland enjoying great 
popularity with us.

In the field of architecture the Swiss 
have obviously left visible traces until 
today. The Ticino architect Luigi Fontana 

emigrated to St. Petersburg in 1845, at a 
young age of 21. There he gave proof of 
his great skills and was awarded the title 
of “imperial architect”. He designed both 
public buildings, such as the great dramatic 
theater “Tovstonogov”, situated on the right 
bank of the Fontanka River, which was 
originally called the “Small Imperial Thea-
tre”, and quite “simple” residential houses 
apart from exhibition and trading houses.

Russians in Switzerland
Approximately 25,000 Swiss emigrated to 
Russia. However, Russia did not only at-
tract Swiss, Russians were also attracted 
by the small, but no less attractive Swit-
zerland. In 1667 the republic of Geneva 
and the Moscow office of Foreign Affairs 
took up official relations. Tsar Ivan V ex-
changed official envoys with the Gene-
va government. The interesting works of 
Mikhail Shishkin, “Die russische Schweiz” 
(Russian Switzerland)4 tell about the re-
lationship of Russians to Switzerland. In 
the 17th and 18th century, Shishkin writes, 
it was the high society that paid consider-
able attention to Geneva in particular be-
cause of its excellent academy, “the strict 
customs of Calvin’s city, the high level of 
knowledge of the professors and the intel-
ligibility of speech” were valid reasons for 
the Russian aristocracy, to appreciate Ge-
neva as a major destination. Geneva was 
long considered the center of Russian im-

migrants. Switzerland and especially Ge-
neva proved a safe haven, when towards 
the end of the 19th century tsarist Russia 
was going against the political opposition 
and the activities of the so-called Russian 
Socialist Revolutionaries.

The Russian general Suvorov wants to 
expel Napoleon from Switzerland

Nearly one hundred years earlier, during 
the Napoleonic Wars, Switzerland had 
become the scene of military clashes. In 

Switzerland and Russia share a long history

ISBN 978-3-0340-0508-1

Question on the conflict in Syria
“You have mentioned the topic of Syria. 
Switzerland conducts works to coun-
teract the impunity of crime to guar-
antee their prosecution in the Interna-
tional Criminal Court. Are you ready to 
support these actions? Doesn’t it seem 
to you that its purpose is, like you have 
said, to delegitimize the existing leaders 
of Syria?” 
Sergey Lavrov: “We think that no crime 
should remain unpunished, no matter 
who commits it, as envisaged by interna-
tional law, and in particular by interna-
tional humanitarian law. This is certain-
ly an important aspect, and it needs to 

be preserved in the complex of measures 
that will be required for the final settle-
ment and national reconciliation in Syria. 
I am convinced that at this step the main 
priority is to stop violence and to start 
negotiations. It is important that the ap-
peals to prevent impunity – that are ab-
solutely true by themselves – are not used 
by some dishonest participants of these 
processes to drag out the negotiations 
or in the attempts to drop them. The in-
creasing number of lives of Syrians will be 
the price for such delays.”

source: http://www.mid.ru/brp_4.nsf/0/
A3930EFAF8E3D60444257B50001C89F8

“Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov...” 
continued from page 5
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1798 Napoleon’s General André Massé-
na occupied Switzerland. Paris forced the 
Swiss into the Helvetic Republic, the old 
Confederation collapsed.

Napoleon then declared war on Austria, 
which was allied with Russia and England. 
The monarchical states decided for a com-
mon offensive against France. In 1799, the 
battle raged in Switzerland, in the wake of 
which the Russian General Suvorov played 
an important role, even if they did not suc-
ceed in decisively defeating the French and 
driving them out of Switzerland. The an-
ti-Napoleonic coalition had to withdraw 
with heavy losses. With the reorganiza-
tion of Europe at the Congress of Vienna 
in 1814/15 after the final defeat of Napole-
on, the Confederation regained its full sov-
ereignty. Although Napoleon had already 
turned his back on Switzerland in 1803, 
the country was still directly dependent on 
him until 1813. The Congress of Vienna 
brought the desired change.

Russian Czar backs Swiss neutrality
It was Tsar Alexander II, who at the Con-
gress of Vienna vehemently advocated the 
recognition of Swiss neutrality under in-
ternational law, as introduced by the Swiss 
diplomat Charles Pictet de Rochemont. 
For the Tsar it was clear that Switzerland 
as a small country could only survive be-
tween the major European powers such as 
France, Italy, Austria and Prussia if it was 
given the status of neutrality which was 
to be respected by the surrounding great 
powers. While the recognition under in-
ternational law offered some protection to 
a small neutral state, the respect not to be 
attacked in case of emergency could only 
be achieved with a powerful army; or else 
the greed of the big powers, as a glance at 
history shows, might be all too big. Very 
wisely, the founding fathers of modern 
Switzerland added the terms “armed” and 
“perpetual” to their neutrality. Only in this 
way Switzerland could achieve what it has 

managed to do since that time – to stay out 
of all international wars and conflicts.

Switzerland offers asylum to the  
victims of persecution

The neutrality of Switzerland and its lib-
eral democratic structure both made the 
country a haven for victims of politi-
cal persecution from all over the world 
in the 19th and 20th century, especially 
from those countries that took severe ac-
tion against liberal and democratic move-
ments and wanted to retain the monar-
chical system. It is often too little noticed 
that neutral Switzerland therewith made 
an important contribution to the democra-
tization of Europe and basically still does. 
Thus Switzerland also offered the critics 
of Tsarist Russia a safe home.

That Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, known 
as Lenin, who wrote his April Theses in 
the Central Library of Zurich, had bene-
fited from political asylum in Switzerland 
for some time shows how Switzerland had 
then consistently implemented its status as 
a neutral country.

Especially Geneva remained the cent-
er of the Russian revolutionaries. Only 
with the outbreak of the October Revolu-
tion, the Russian immigrants moved back 
to their homeland to take a part in estab-
lishing Soviet Russia.

In 1946 Switzerland takes up  
diplomatic relations with the  

Soviet Union
Even after the Second World War, Swit-
zerland and Russia (until 1991 Soviet 
Union) maintained their mutual exchange. 
Thus Switzerland reestablished diplomat-
ic relations with Moscow shortly after the 
Second World War, and the Soviet Union 
did so with Switzerland. To date, the Rus-
sian Embassy in Bern has been an im-
portant link between Switzerland and the 
Russian Federation.

Respect of other states as equal  
members of the community

With the opening and the end of the Cold 
War, relations between Switzerland and 

Russia were more intense. This is part-
ly due to the fact that both countries pur-
sue a policy of independence. The basic 
principles of non-interference in the in-
ternal affairs of another state, the respect 
of other states as equal members of the 
community and the protection of legiti-
mate interests, as President Putin repeat-
edly said considering them the basis of a 
partnership between the states, are basi-
cally shared by Switzerland and are in ac-
cordance with the UN Charter.

For Switzerland as a small state in the 
midst of an increasingly impudently behav-
ing EU bilateral relations with other countries 
are of utmost importance and of particular-
ly great significance if the interest is mutual.

The official visit of the then Russian 
president Dmitry Medvedev, who was the 
first Russian president to visit Switzerland 
in 2009 and even then called Switzerland 
a special partner, highlights the quality of 
the Swiss-Russian relations.

The Russian Foreign Minister’s Sergey 
Lavrov coming to Switzerland and an-
swering the questions by the press, is ul-
timately an expression of a bilateral part-
nership between the two countries, which, 
if they continue to find a consensus on 
major issues, will play an influential role 
in Europe and also worldwide.  •

1 German Quarter (Russian: Nemetskaya slo-
boda), was a neighborhood in the northeast of 
Moscow. The German Quarter appeared first 
in the mid-16th century and was populated by 
foreigners from Western Europe (collectively 
called “Germans” by the Russian people) and 
prisoners, taken during the Livonian War of 
1558–1583. The residents of the German Quar-
ter were mainly engaged in handicrafts and 
flour-grinding business

2 Eva Maeder, Peter Niederhäuser (ed.). Käser,  
Künstler, Kommunisten. Vierzig russisch- 
sch

weizerische Lebensgeschichten aus vier Jahrhunderten. ISBN 978-3-0340-0508-1

3 Current Concerns No 31, 31 Dec. 2011
4 Mikhail Shishkin. Die russische Schweiz. Ein liter-

arisch-historischer Reiseführer. ISBN 3-85791438-6

What is the OSCE?
The Vienna-based Organization for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe 
(OSCE) first saw the light of day in 1975 
as the Conference on Security and Co-
operation in Europe (CSCE), and in 1992 
was recognized as a Regional Arrange-
ment under Chapter VIII of the Charter 
of the United Nations. In 1994 the CSCE 
became the OSCE. The main activities of 
the OSCE include preventive diplomacy, 
conflict prevention and crisis manage-
ment and the reconstruction and con-
solidation of democratic structures in 
post-conflict societies. The OSCE thus 

plays an active role in promoting de-
mocracy, human rights and the rule of 
law. In the politico-military sphere the 
Organization seeks to reduce tensions 
and strengthen mutual trust by means 
of openness, transparency and predict-
ability, thus contributing to mutual arms 
control in its own area. The OSCE con-
sists of 57 Participating States, which 
since 1975 include Switzerland. Switzer-
land will be chairman-in-office of the 
OSCE in 2014.

Source: www.eda.admin.ch/eda/en/
home/topics/intorg/osce.html

Soon free trade agreement with 
Russia-Belarus-Kazakhstan  

customs union?

 The Swiss volume of trade with Ka-
zakhstan amounted to 865 million 
Swiss francs in 2012 (exports: 225 m 
Swiss francs, imports: 640 m Swiss 
francs). Switzerland exported phar-
maceutical products, machines, watch-
es and processed agricultural products 
to Kazakhstan and imported petrol in 
first place. Presently, Switzerland is ne-
gotiating a free trade agreement with 
the customs union Russia-Belarus-Ka-
zakhstan within the framework of the 
EFTA. In 2011, Switzerland was the 10th 
biggest foreign investor in Kazakhstan.
Source: Vertraulicher Schweizer Brief of 

20.4.2013
(Translation Current Concerns)

”Switzerland and Russia …” 
continued from page 6
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China and the Euro

There is a growing resistance against the 
euro also in the Netherlands. By the be-
ginning of March, the “BürgerforumEU” 
(public forum), for example, had been able 
to collect 40,000 signatures and hence 
force the Parliament to deal with the ques-
tion of a possible exit of the Netherlands 
from the euro network. The Forum firm-
ly insists in its call for a statewide refer-
endum.

Now, for the first time in the Nether-
lands, an erstwhile European official, the 
former European Commissioner for the 
Single European Market, Frits Bolkestein, 
has voiced a negative opinion on the ar-
tificial European currency. He said to the 
“Algemeen Dagblad”, “The Netherlands 
has to exit the euro as quickly as possi-
ble. […]. The monetary union has totally 
failed. The euro turned out to be a sleep-
ing pill which made Europe doze off in-

stead of thinking about our competitive-
ness. {…] Let’s stop with the euro and 
instead strengthen the Single Market. […] 
We don’t need the euro for that.”

Furthermore, Bolkestein also criticized 
the EU Parliament, which was “not repre-
sentative anymore for Dutch and Europe-
an citizens” and lived out a “federal fan-
tasy” which was no longer sustainable. 
During his active time, the old “EU-sail-
or” Bolkestein was best known for having 
authored the development of the EU Ser-
vices Directive which is one of the most 
important foundations for the existing EU 
internal market today. In the past, he could 
therefore not be labeled as a critic of the 
EU in any way, which gives even more 
weight to his current objections. (tb) •

Source: Vertrauliche Mitteilungen of 22.4.2013
(Translation Current Concerns)

When it comes to the US dollar, the in-
terests of the People’s Republic of China 
are divided. On the one hand, of course, 
the dollar is still one of their main reserve 
currencies. China – in terms of outstand-
ing treasuries – is the biggest creditor of 
the United States and therefore interested 
in the maintenance of the dollar’s value. 
On the other hand, however, Beijing hard-
ly leaves any stone unturned, to break the 
“monetary sovereignty” that the US dollar 
still holds in the international world trade. 
This in turn is potentially useful to force 
down the value of the dollar.

China’s financial policy in this respect 
resembles that of trying to square the cir-
cle. Following the Chinese mentality, Be-
ijing is proceeding extremely far-sighted 
and only in small steps. This turning away 
from the dollar is almost a gradual pro-
cess; the individual stages are hardly no-
ticeable. But the result will be “epochal”.

Some days ago for example, China 
completed an agreement with Austral-
ia, according to which the future for-
eign trade transactions should no long-
er be handled taking the “detour via US 

dollar”, but directly as “Australian dol-
lar against Renminbi (Yuan)”. China is 
an important export partner for Austral-
ia who can almost perfectly serve parts 
of the Chinese hunger for raw materials. 
Meanwhile, one-fifth of Australian ex-
ports go to the Middle Kingdom – and 
these transactions are now settled outside 
the sphere of dollars!

Of course, the US tried to torpedo the 
new arrangement in advance. But the US 
protests have been so cleverly deflected 
by China’s diplomats that some observ-
ers are now just waiting for further agree-
ments with other countries. It will not only 
be a matter of settling the accounts within 
the international trade in goods, but also 
of mutual commitments in keeping a por-
tion of reserves in the respectively other 
currency. China, for example, has already 
agreed with Brazil to hold the equivalent 
of about 30 billion dollars in the currency 
of the other country.

As could be learned from Hong Kong-
based banking circles China has now 
also targeted the euro alongside with 
the US dollar. Beijing wants to avoid at 

all costs that the euro could replace the 
US dollar as the global reserve currency, 
whereby it clearly benefits from the pre-
sent and systemic weakness of the artifi-
cial European currency. Indeed, the US 
dollar and euro supplies of central banks 
in most emerging and developing coun-
tries have declined significantly in recent 
years. For example, the Chinese renmin-
bi or the Australian dollar could appre-
ciate in value. While ten years ago, only 
one percent of international currency re-
serves were held in these two currencies, 
there are now already about eight per-
cent! (tb)  •

Source: Vertrauliche Mitteilungen of 22.4.2013
(Translation Current Concerns)

Former European Commissioner:  
the euro has failed 

”Switzerland and Russia …” 
continued from page 8
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In Switzerland, the new “Lehrplan 21” 
(curriculum 21) is going to be presented to 
the public at the end of June 2013. With this 
curriculum a “competency-based educa-
tion” is going to be introduced, the objec-
tives of which are not primarily reached as 
soon as the subject matter listed in the syl-
labus has been covered in class, but “when 
the children and young people are compe-
tent in a broad sense. Competence means, 
in short, having the necessary knowledge 
and being able to apply it” (NZZ from 
10.4.2013). Certainly nobody would ob-
ject to this -, but these generalizations say 
nothing of substance about the new curric-
ulum. Whoever possesses knowledge is able 
to apply it. Knowing something is always a 
human ability that can be utilized by the in-
dividual for his life such as all human abil-
ities – provided one really possesses them. 
This has self-evidently always been the pur-
pose of school. But: with the new notion of 
competence exactly that is not achieved. 
The “competence”, for example, to look up 
something on the Internet or in atlases in 
order to correctly label or copy an unla-
beled map of the Swiss cantons, is not iden-
tical with knowledge of the cantons which 
you possess – regardless of computer and 
other aids – and which also enables you to 
assess information provided by such aids.

So what is new in the new curriculum? 
Some of the – up to now few – publications 
on this topic allow some suggestions (see 
“Neue Zürcher Zeitung” from 5.12.2012 
and 10.4.2013). More insight is provided 
by statements on teacher training. Accord-
ing to NZZ, the Rector of the College of 
Education PHZH Zurich, Walter Bircher, 
for instance said “teacher training” had 
“already anticipated the concept. There-
fore, it is only a small step for its imple-
mentation into primary education” (NZZ 
from 10.4.2013). Hence, further insight is 
obtained by observing the class manage-
ment of new teachers, but also by reading 
new teaching materials – another agent 

in the advance of the Lehrplan’s imple-
mentation. The latter processes – the in-
troduction of a modified teacher training 
and new teaching resources in anticipa-
tion of a democratically not yet legitimized 
change – are by the way democratically 
untenable processes. A clearer insight is 
gained by looking at authors and research 
which the new curriculum is based on.

From all this it is clear: The “Lehrplan 
21” is not simply a new curriculum. It is 
intended to bring about a paradigm shift 
in school: No longer is the teacher a point 
of orientation but the focus lies on the so-
called “self-directed” learning; knowledge 
is standardized and operationalized, and 
there is talk about input-output orienta-
tion and quality assurance is allegedly the 
purpose. Without having to go into detail 
it can already be said: the planned “Lehr-
plan 21” is a manifestation of a develop-
ment that can be seen to emerge in many 
European countries and which has a po-
litical background, as already documented 
in detail in previous Current Concerns is-
sues. Actually it is about a realignment of 
school according to the Anglo-Saxon un-
derstanding of education, a departure from 
level-oriented teacher training, a deperson-
alization of education, and a detachment of 
educational content from basic ethical val-
ues of Christian-humanistic educational 
tradition, which have been codified in the 
current cantonal public school laws. In 
accordance with the European tradition, 
the latter has not been only about provid-
ing students with applicable skills, but de-
veloping them as personalities in a broad 
sense, who acquire skills while being aware 
of their significance and of their responsi-
bility to the community in which they live. 
Democracy, a sustainable welfare state 
and an economy which serves the people 
are not conceivable and not viable without 
these basics.

In many countries the impact of already 
implemented reforms have led to rethinking 

by a wide range of people: parents, teach-
ers and businesses who hold a careful edu-
cation valuable demand a reflection on what 
real education consists of. As the following 
articles show, a realignment, as planned in 
“Lehrplan 21”, is contrary to conceptions 
of parents, children and teachers on the one 
hand, as well as to numerous scientific stud-
ies – the Australian education researcher 
John Hattie has evaluated tens of thousands 
of studies from Anglo-Saxon countries. Fur-
thermore, numerous anthropological insights 
into the nature of human learning and simply 
our own experience with school also speak 
to the contrary. Anyone with positive mem-
ories of school life and learning knows that 
they are always connected with an emotion-
al component: a teacher’s personality, who 
helped to feel pleasure, who had a charis-
ma, who was supportive and sometimes pro-
moting us by challenging us and thus rais-
ing confidence in us; a class community in 
which we shared learning experiences; other 
people and encounters who conveyed the joy 
of discovery and sometimes a living human 
being who let us experience the utter fasci-
nation for an object, who lived all that as a 
whole person by guidance, inspiration and 
encouragement and, where necessary, cor-
rection.

However, also the experiences we had 
so far with the already implemented forms 
of “new” learning are revealing. The ex-
periences a Swiss vocational school teach-
er made may illustrate this as an example. 

Learning is part of human nature – our 
life, our culture, the development of hu-
manity depend on it. And learning is an 
expression of the social nature of man. It 
is high time, teaching and learning took 
this into account again.

However, only some issues of the new 
curriculum have been raised so far – 
many more are yet to be addressed and 
discussed.

Erika Vögeli

Education is a civil right and has to bring forth  
responsible citizens

Highly questionable draft for a Swiss German “Lehrplan 21”

Two experienced teachers exchange ideas 
over lunch in the staff room.

A: Are you still doing whole-class teach-
ing?
B: Hmm, I can tell you what I think, and 
my opinion is that the children simply 
learn most this way.

Exactly. With my decades-long experi-
ence in teaching I agree.
But in almost all of our further-training 
courses whole-class teaching is hardly 
mentioned any longer, and if so only in 
whispers as “frontal teaching/teacher-up-
front teaching/chalk-and-talk teaching”. 
Instead, differentiation and self-regula-

tion are the name of the game. The chil-
dren are supposed to be scattered around 
the school building most of the time, alone 
or in groups, without a teacher, working 
at jobs that they often do not understand. 
The new forms of learning should be “in-

Children learn best in age-group classes with  
qualified whole-class teaching

by Heidi Sonderegger
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dividualized”, which suggests that they 
are tailored to each individual child. As 
if our students were not disconnected and 
separated enough!
Yes, learning in the classroom under the 
teacher’s direction is disappearing under 
a glut of methods in which we teachers 
just produce material and create learning 
environments. Throughout the country it 
will soon all be the same:
A colleague in the Canton of St Gallen 
reported exactly the same as my friend 
from the Canton of Aargau: Age-based 
classes are being replaced by “mixed-
age-group learning”, classroom in-
struction by “self-regulated”, “individ-
ualized” learning and the  classroom by 
so-called “learning environments”.
You forgot web-based learning!
As if our children did not spend enough 
time in front of the screen! By the way, 
have you noticed how much the school 
board has budgeted for the networking of 
all school buildings?
No idea. Half a million?
The IT company has also offered to spread 
the electronic networking bit by bit over 
several years, which will be easier to get 
the citizens to vote in favour of it at school 
assemblies.
Don’t you think that far too much time and 
money is being spent on the use of com-
puters at school? I wonder how effective it 
all is. In my opinion the computer is used 
much too early and too often. The teacher 
is then nothing but a learning coach.
According to the Hattie study network-
based learning has in fact virtually no 
positive learning effect. And computer-
based teaching does not work without the 
direction and guidance of a good teach-
er. The comprehensive school and class-
room research by the Australian John 
Hattie shows what we have all known for 
a long time: learning bases on a good re-
lationship between the teacher and the 
pupils and on well-prepared, dedicated 
teaching. Hattie’s analysis, which takes 
into account about 60 000 studies, also 
confirmed how important successful per-
formance at school is for the personal 
development of the children. And as for 
the teacher’s function, the findings clear-
ly show that the teacher is extremely im-
portant, and that the student can learn 
best when he or she plays an active role 
in teaching.
It seems finally to be an honest study for 
once. I really must read it. Would you like 
a piece of cake – home-baked.
Sure, and I’ll get us some more coffee.
That part about the role of the teacher is 
interesting. This fits well with what I am 

just reading in a booklet by Michael To-
masello, entitled “Why we cooperate”. He 
describes studies showing that the trans-
fer of knowledge, – people teaching things 
to others actively – is part of the nature of 
the human species. It is only in this way 
that cultural development can take place 
at all. The enormous natural ability of 
people to cooperate as a cultural lifting-
jack, according to Tomasello.
That means that our children would be left 
behind culturally if we as teachers expect-
ed them to develop everything by them-
selves. Many children will be unable to 
cope and learn nothing at all if we expect 
them to learn by developing things out of 
themselves. They will try to evade the task 
and fool around, and we in turn will have 
to react with disciplinary measures. We 
lose a lot of valuable time for studying; in-
cidentally, according to Hattie a very im-
portant factor for the success of learning. 
Does Tomasello also write about the fact 
that it makes sense to teach the children 
in groups? I think, we should maintain the 
principle of age-based classes.
The research group led by Tomasello 
shows that man by nature wants to share 
his interest for something with others. He 
describes how young children in many sit-
uations are cooperative and helpful out of 
themselves. They understand what anoth-
er person wants to do, and help him or her 
to do it without being asked. For exam-
ple, once they realise that the other per-
son is looking for something they will 
point to it. Or open a cupboard door if the 
adult doesn’t have a hand free. In addition, 
children are increasingly able to partici-
pate in cooperative group thinking as ad-
olescence progresses. Tomasello confirms 
from an anthropological point of view 
what psychology calls a sense of commu-
nity. Every human being is a person and 
wants to cooperate with the other people 
in the community.
Great, that confirms my feeling about 
class lessons! How attentive the liveliest 
of children can be when we are looking 
at something fascinating together and talk 
about it. They enjoy my reading to them 
or all of us reading together. They want 
to have me for themselves, as a communi-
ty, because they see that everyone can en-
rich the group by making a contribution. 
In class they like to do what I have pre-
pared for them. They want to learn from 
me and each other.
Yes, those are the best moments in our 
profession. In the classroom, the children 
actually learn much faster because they 
quite naturally assume that they can all 
learn from what I show them. Because 
everyone in the classroom is addressed, 
the weaker pupils begin by merely lis-
tening, later they can join in the shared 
exercises and speak in chorus quietly or 

just observe and think for themselves. 
Since they know that the learning objec-
tive applies to all of them, they try hard-
er to keep up and ask if they still can-
not follow.
You’re right. Even if every day is not 
equally successful in every class. Some 
children are so much handicapped by the 
constant consumption of media and gam-
ing that they can hardly profit anything 
from teaching.
That’s something that has also worried me 
for a long time. It was just yesterday that 
I talked to a colleague from the Canton 
of Bern on the phone. She told me that a 
quarter of their third year have their own 
Facebook page and that the middle-school 
students present themselves in embarrass-
ing little films on YouTube and show each 
other pornographic pictures.
Now they are organising a parents’ event 
with an expert from the police in their school 
so that they can protect children from such 
violations of privacy and bullying.
Yes, that’s what the school communities 
should provide funds for! So that we can 
finally get our feet on the ground again 
and act in concert when it comes to the 
education and training of our children.
After all we have a clear mission. Look, 
here! This is what the Education Act 
says: “The schools support the holder 
of parental authority in the education of 
the child to become an independent, life-
affirming and socially competent person. 
They are guided by Christian principles. 
They promote the harmonious develop-
ment of the physical, emotional and in-
tellectual development of the pupil. They 
provide the basic knowledge and skills, 
open access to the different areas of cul-
ture and act as a guide to independent 
thought and action. They educate the 
pupils to become responsible and toler-
ant people and citizens. School authori-
ties, teachers and holders of parental au-
thority work together in the interests of 
the child in order to fulfil the tasks of the 
school.“(Appenzell Innerrhoden Educa-
tion Act, Article 2.1)
Great! We should talk to each other more. 
As teachers, we really need to share our 
knowledge and as citizens help parents 
and other citizens so that the school can 
comprehensively play its role.
Given these sound foundations the next 
SCHILF event, (school-based teacher 
training) event on “cooperative learning” 
should really focus on classroom teach-
ing again.
Good idea, can you bring that up at the 
next team meeting?
Now I have to check that everything is ready 
in the classroom, the afternoon classes will 
be starting soon. It did me really good to 
talk to you/exchange views with you.
Thank you too! To be continued ...  •

”Children learn best …” 
continued from page 9
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A survey conducted by the Allensbach In-
stitute on behalf of the Vodafone Founda-
tion Germany*, which takes up many is-
sues of the current education debate, has 
revealed some interesting results. Above 
all: Not only teachers but also students 
and parents have gained the experience 
and are convinced that it is the teacher 
who matters – when it comes to studying 
well and developing a personality that 
fills democracy with life as a responsible 
citizen.

In a representative cross-section in March 
2013, the Allensbach Institute interviewed 
507 teachers in public schools, 614 stu-
dents starting from grade 5 (secondary I 
and II) and 1804 persons aged 16 years 
and older, who are population-representa-
tive, including 543 parents of school chil-
dren.

The focus of the survey was to com-
pile opinions on correlations between 
parents, social background and school 
success. The vast majority of respond-
ents, both teachers and parents, views a 
crucial link between the attitude of the 
parental home and the school career of 
children, specifically and primarily: a 
clear correlation between the academic 
failure of a child and a lack of interest on 
the side of the parents to spend time with 
their children; a correlation between ed-
ucational deficiencies and children, who 
have not learned to work thoroughly; as 
well as a connection to lacking paren-
tal role models. However, a large major-
ity of the respondents also demand fur-
ther efforts to promote particularly these 
children. And more than 80% of teach-
ers say: “The social origin shouldn’t play 
a role in the school type recommenda-
tion of a teacher. Each pupil deserves the 
same opportunities, only the performance 
should be decisive.”

But in addition to the answers re-
garding the correlation between paren-
tal home, social class and school ca-
reer, the study also includes independent 
questions that are of great importance for 
what teachers, parents and students re-
gard as important for success at school. 
Key element of the various questions is 
the statement over and again, that it is the 
teacher, who matters.

The question what was decisive for a 
child performing well at school, 75% of 
the surveyed teachers (rank 3 with slightly 

higher values for “the child enjoys school“ 
and “talent of the child”) and 84% of the 
parents (rank 1) answered that it depended 
on how good the teachers were. Also with 
respect to the motivation to learn the big-
gest influence is given to the teacher. 66% 
of the students like to go to school, if their 
teacher gives good, understandable les-
sons, and 63%, if the teacher has a good 
knowledge in his field. The students’ ideas 
of a “perfect school” head in a similar di-
rection. At the top are teachers, who enjoy 
their  work, and teachers, who take enough 
time for the students. The ideas of parents 
and teachers of the “ideal school” point in 
the same direction. Here the teachers are 
high-ranked again. 94% (or 85%) of teach-
ers and 92% (or 83%) of parents want ded-
icated and well-trained teachers.

Only a minority of parents and teach-
ers (less than one-third of respondents) 
expect, however, improved opportunities 
for students if one changes the school 
structures. The abolition of the structured 
school system, the elimination of the rep-
etition of classes and the abolition of the 
school grades rank very low.

The majority of teachers, parents and 
students also find that students that per-
form badly should have the opportunity 
to repeat a school year. Only 7% of the 
teachers and 9% of parents demand an ab-
olition of school grades. 79% of teach-
ers and 77% of parents say that grading is 
important to give parents and students an 
impression of the students’ performance. 
Most of parents and teachers prefer a 
structured school system.

It was also asked how parents and 
teachers assessed the joint education of 
students with highly heterogeneous per-
formance in secondary schools. The ma-
jority of respondents does not believe in 
such classes. 63% of teachers and 65% of 
parents prefer good students being taught 
together with similarly good students. Will 
low-achieving students benefit if they are 
taught together with good students? Only 
a minority of parents (38%) believes so, 
but, interestingly, a majority of teachers 
(56%). Teachers probably hope that the 
good students could help improving the 
poorer students.

The results on the quality reduction in 
German schools are alarming. 62% of the 
surveyed teachers believe that the num-
ber of high school students, which are not 
suitable for this type of school, has in-

creased. 42% of teachers at all types of 
schools say, that they had to reduce their 
level of requirements. The teachers were 
also asked what they thought of the ab-
olition of the binding recommendation 
given by the elementary school teacher 
at the transition to secondary level by the. 
52% of teachers think that the teachers 
should have the final say in the choice of 
the type of secondary school, only 24% 
of teachers want to leave this decision to 
parents.

Parents, teachers and students are 
very sceptical of the “free learning” and 
“open education” – today we often hear 
about  self-directed, self-organized or au-
tonomous learning. Only 20% of the sur-
veyed teachers consider this concept suita-
ble for most students, 58% however are of 
the opinion that it overstrained most stu-
dents. 67% of teachers think that students 
learn more if the teacher decides when and 
how the topics are treated. Only 10% of 
teachers think that it is good, if the stu-
dents decide for themselves. 61% of stu-
dents think, that the teacher should teach 
the school curriculum, and only 17% of 
students think, that students should learn 
the school curriculum as autonomously as 
possible.

A last: contrary to many media head-
lines, the majority of German student 
feels comfortable in their schools: 61% 
of surveyed students feel comfortable in 
their class, 64% appreciate their class 
teacher as humane, 52% confirm their 
class teachers’ good expertise, and al-
most 50% attest their class teachers 
teaching their subjects well. There is 
only little criticism of the teachers, and 
that the teacher gives too much home-
work, ranks highest. Only less than 
15% of the surveyed students agree to 
serious criticisms such as “unjust in the 
awarding of the grade” or “cannot deal 
with children”. Not only the majori-
ty of parents and teachers, but also the 
majority of students is convinced that 
every student can become a good stu-
dent if he is diligent and receives tar-
geted promotion. •

* “Hindernis Herkunft. Eine Umfrage unter 
Schülern, Lehrern und Eltern zum Bildungsallt-
ag in Deutschland”, www.vodafone-stiftung.
de/pages/presse/pressemitteilungen/subpag-
es/lehrer_sehen_grosze_chancenungleichheit_
an_deutschen_schulen/index.html

It is the teacher, who matters
Results of a recent study by the Allensbach Institute for Public Opinion Research 

(Institut für Demoskopie Allensbach)
by Karl Müller
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continued on page 13

Students come to vocational school from a 
variety of schools throughout the canton. 
Students in the same class are all learn-
ing the same profession. Three lessons of 
general education per week are required 
for all industrial and commercial profes-
sions. In these lessons the German lan-
guage, civics, and general legal issues are 
taught, as well as everything else that a 
young citizen should know. 

Every student is an individual personal-
ity, so I cannot directly infer former teach-
er and school or employed teaching meth-
ods from his level of knowledge and skills. 

Nevertheless, it often happens that I 
think I would like to get acquainted with 
the upper-secondary teacher of one or 
the other student. Sabrina, for example, 
was the only one in a class of mostly rel-
atively good secondary-school students 
who knew the names of Henry Dunant 
and Henri Guisan and knew where to put 
them. History had been her favourite sub-
ject, and she adored her former history 
teacher.

But despite all the individual character-
istics of students and teachers, I am able 
to make some general observations, which 
are consistent with observations of many 
of my colleagues, about the development 
of teaching in the last 10 years. We talk 
about it in the staff room every day. The 
15- to 16-year old youngsters entering vo-
cational schools today after their 9 years 
of compulsory elementary school, come 
equipped differently than 10 years ago, 
and this can be clearly attributed to chang-
es in teaching content and methods.

Blatant gaps in knowledge  
after 9 years of schooling

A blatant dismantling of knowledge is 
certain. This probably affects all subjects, 
some to a greater and others to a lesser 
degree. It is clearly visible in the subjects 
German, mathematics, history, geography, 
and French. A small spotlight on geogra-
phy: As an introduction to the political 
structure of the Swiss state I gave sever-
al first year classes a Swiss map on which 
the borders of the cantons were delineat-
ed. The task was to name the individual 
cantons. No easy task, as I know from ex-
perience. This year I had some interesting 
experiences: A large number of students 
had difficulties identifying their own res-
idential canton or needed help of the stu-
dents seated next to them. Many students 
had great difficulties with the neighbour-
ing cantons and only a very few could cor-
rectly identify all cantons and proudly re-

ported that they had already learned this 
at primary school.

One student laughed at the worksheet 
when I handed it out: “That’s kindergar-
ten! Things like that we did at primary 
school!” When I announced that I would 
now watch her solving the kindergarten 
sheet, it turned out that she was not able 
to ascribe a single canton. Knowing so lit-
tle is extremely embarrassing for many 
young people; so you just run down the 
task ...

In my experience, most youngsters are 
aware of their considerable backlog, but 
understandably they attribute this to their 
own inadequacy and not to any inadequate 
teaching: “I am just bad at Maths!»

During the work on the above-de-
scribed task I could also easily observe 
that many students, when they were not 
immediately able to solve the task, copied 
quickly their neighbour’s work or sought 
other sources. Many of them are not ac-
customed to making an effort and do not 
consider to use their own head to find 
the solution. Surely one finds everything 
on the internet! Why accumulate excess 
knowledge? This is where the concept of 
competency-based instruction comes in, 
which has been propagated for years in 
the training of vocational-school teach-
ers: Students should have nothing in their 
heads but must know where to look for in-
formation, on Google at best or with the 
appropriate app. 

Not much history seems to be taught 
any longer. When I asked a class what 
they had learned in their history lessons, 
several students spontaneously answered: 
pile dwellers in lower primary school and 
Hitler in upper primary school! Obviously 
not much had happened in between.

Inadequate mastery of the  
German language

In the school subject German the required 
standard has dropped alarmingly. The rea-
sons are clear: There is too little practice, 
too little systematic learning and accurate 
work, too little is corrected by the teach-
ers, and they impart too little joy in read-
ing and the language to their pupils. All 
this is necessary in order to master your 
mother tongue. For many apprentices, it 
is difficult to form a complete sentence, 
they are used to expressing everything in 
notes they take, and some students are not 
even acquainted with the basic grammat-
ical concepts, such as the difference be-
tween verb and noun. 

Just 10 years ago it was unusual in in-
dustrial vocational schools to write to dic-

tation, because the chapter “spelling” had 
been completed in elementary school. 
Today we have to start over again because 
the standard of knowledge is absolutely 
insufficient.

The superfluous and confusing spell-
ing reforms have not made spelling easi-
er. According to experts, they brought the 
most notable benefit to the Duden pub-
lishing house, which was able to sell a 
considerable number of revised new edi-
tions. Coinciding with the superfluous 
debate about relatively minor details, the 
teaching of the principles of sound spell-
ing in primary school has been on the de-
crease. In the course of their training, pri-
mary teachers are told that correcting a 
child’s errors, may weaken the child it-
self as well as damage its joy at writing. 
The result is that errors become automat-
ic and that teenagers leave elementary 
school with the – correct – feeling that 
their spelling is very poor. And they do 
not feel good about it. Pleasure at writ-
ing is certainly not achieved this way. If 
I tell vocational-school students today 
that they are going to write to dictations 
in their first year, because they have not 
done it enough of that in their primary 
and secondary school years, they under-
stand immediately. They sense  their def-
icit themselves.

One single student in a class vehe-
mently refused writing a dictation on the 
grounds that this was forbidden to teach-
ers – that was what her former teacher had 
said! She had attended a well-known re-
form school. Her training company had 
just signed her up for tests to determine 
dyslexia, as her work reports were barely 
legible and abounded in mistakes. Luck-
ily, having evaluated her tests, the school 
psychologist did not diagnose dyslexia 
but suggested extra practice of the Ger-
man language.

In each and every class there are a 
number of students who gradually re-
veal to me that they are dyslexic. They 
mostly are ashamed of it. The majority of 
them belong – more of less – to the class’ 
underachievers in German. But some of 
them have had intensive remedial instruc-
tion in the context of their dyslexia ther-
apy, and have, by means of targeted ex-
ercises, so greatly improved that their 
spelling is no longer odd today. But the 
diagnosis of dyslexia still sticks to them, 
probably life-long, and they suffer. In my 
experience, dyslexia is diagnosed far too 
often in cases of a simple lack of nec-

What a vocational school teacher expects  
elementary school to accomplish

by Gabi Lang
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essary practice and concentration in the 
classroom. In the case of some other stu-
dents, I could see that their spelling sud-
denly improved when they knew it would 
be graded. Due to the lack of practice 
and correction, correct spelling does not 
come to them automatically, and so ap-
pears tedious and exhausting. If children 
at elementary school were taught calm-
ly and systematically again and if they 
were encouraged and obliged to practice, 
the number of dyslexics would quickly 
drop again to the low level it was at 20 
years ago.

Lacking basics in math
Mathematics: Mental arithmetic is diffi-
cult as are percentages, the rule of three, 
fractions. Even simple reckoning is a 
problem for many. You can tell that eve-
rything has been – superficially – dealt 
with in elementary school, but it has not 
been understood and practiced in a way 
for the basics to have sunk in for life. But 
school children take pleasure in practic-
ing the same kind of tasks, with a rising 
degree of difficulty, repeatedly. In this 
way, they master the subject and achieve 
realistic successes. This success is not 
granted to them by unsystematic jump-
ing about in the learning material, a lack 
of exercise and learning tasks and of as-
sessment of their learning success by the 
teacher. This is then called variation in 
the lessons.

Individualization, action-orientation, 
self-regulated learning instead of the 
teacher imparting the subject-matter

Today, these core concepts are taught to 
every teacher as essentials in his training. 
The practical consequences are devastating. 
In vocational school we encounter many 
students who are no longer accustomed to 
listening to the teacher or to their class-
mates. They are not acquainted with quiet, 
concentrated co-operative learning in class. 
Starting as early as in primary education 
pupils have to perform tasks in a “self-
regulated” manner, alone or in groups; 
some tasks are inaccessible to them and 
for which they lack the basic knowledge, 
which the teacher has never taught them. 
Third graders have to write papers and 
do research on the Internet on topics that 
they are too young to understand. Using 
the Copy-Paste-Button they produce pres-
entations which they present glossily with 
PowerPoint, but the content of which they 
do not understand.

Learning by self-discovery and self-di-
rection lacking a teacher’s guidance may 
lead to success for high achievers because 
they are able to ask for the help of the 
teacher where they need it. But the rath-
er low-achieving students fall by the way-
side. And even the good students are de-
prived of the important experience of 
helping others so that the class can get on 
successfully, all of them.

Poor working morale
What many training companies also com-
plain about is their apprentices’ poor 

working morale. We also observe this at 
vocational school: everything must be fun, 
and it has to happen quickly. Diligence, 
carefulness, patience and endurance, a 
healthy ambition and commitment – these 
skills are too weakly developed in some of 
our students. Today’s youngsters spend an 
average 5-6 hours a day with their com-
puter or mobile phone and they are strong-
ly influenced by these media. That is pre-
cisely why we have to try all the more to 
redress the balance at school. The colleg-
es of education are obviously unwilling to 
perform a reversal of direction.

Back to a reasonable education
We have trusted the professionals in the 
institutions of teacher-training far too 
long, trusted that they would further de-
velop school positively. The development 
of elementary education must no longer 
be left to them, but has to be restored to 
the authority of the people. The so-called 
competence-orientation and methods 
such as excessive self-regulated learn-
ing and individualization at the expense 
of the classroom community are wrong. 
These methods are propagated across the 
EU, and they have led the schools astray 
and made our youth stupid or turning into 
psychiatric cases.

We need a reversal of direction back 
to a decent education, which will allow 
teachers to work together with their 
students goal-directed and according 
to a logical structure. The knowledge 
how to do this has been there for a long 
time.  •

”What a vocational school …” 
continued from page 12
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Regional natural products are in vogue. 
But they need support, as well. With the 
show-dairy in Affoltern i.E., something 
special was thought up for the Emmental 
cheese. Today, nearly a quarter of a centu-
ry after startup it will be newly-equipped. 

Even sightseeing institutions do get on 
in the years. What in former times used to 
enthuse the public, no longer meets the in-
creased demands of an offer-spoiled con-
sumer society. Hence, new ideas for an at-
tractive information transfer are in demand. 
It has to be kept in mind here that the major-
ity of today‘s public is completely estranged 
from the native soil and its production. This 
makes things even more challenging.

Vivid increase in experience
The new trend of presentation with the 
more intense involving visitors into adven-
turous experiences did not make a stop be-
fore the large showroom: Whereas in for-
mer times only the modern production à 
la industrial dairy was demonstrated here 
with pride, today the focus is on the tra-
ditional production as performed in the 
village-dairy. Hence, the single steps are 
more easily re-enacted by the visitor. In 
addition, the program will now be shown 
in the afternoon as well. Opportunities 
were created to go on a self-guiding expe-
dition through four dairy generations. One 
can even lend a hand in cheese-making.

Along with other measures, this re-
mained not without positive effects. The 
decline in visitor numbers of recent years 
(from 355,000 in 2000 to 297,000 in 
2011) could be stopped and reversed. In 
2012, there shall be more than 300,000 
visitors again (annual average since the 
opening, around 318,000). The lucrative 
group visits could also be increased sig-
nificantly again from 1,344 in 2011. 

Animals build bridges
Additionally, even  new innovations are 
being planned, such as professionally 
guided small groups in protective clothing 
through the “holy halls” of salt bath, fer-
menting room and storage cellar, close to 
the action in order to experience its foster-
ing and care in all its original senses after 
formation of the cheese loafs. In addition, 
new segments are enticed by offering the 
documents of self-guiding tours not only 
in European languages, but also in Rus-
sian and Mandarin.

Another way of increasing the attractive-
ness could also be the appropriate revival of 
the “Dörfly”show dairy with farm animals, 
especially those that provide the milk for 
the cheese and which are currently repre-
sented in plastic only. Animals build bridg-

es and fascinate even young visitors. This 
is more than clearly shown in the ranking 
of all sightseeing institutions. 

The by far largest number of visitors 
are recorded in zoological gardens (since 
they are filled with life). It is followed by 
demo institutions such as the show dair-
ies (something is presented here), while 
static museums suffer from visitor stag-
nation. After successfully integrating the 
first farm-animal zoos in Switzerland, the 
Swiss open-air museum could drastical-
ly and permanently raise admission num-
bers. – But back to the show dairy!  

Nature, tradition and craft
Let the history of the Emmental cheese 
pass by means of a tour through the 
cheese making village of Affoltern (i.E.) 
with its cheese from four different eras, 
for once in the historic reverse, starting 
with today’s show dairy of 1990. Here 
both is demonstrated, the modern produc-
tion as well as the traditional one, twice 
a day, a noble craft with harp, cloth and 
press, where from the fresh natural prod-
uct milk the king of cheese is generated.

Since 2006, the Emmental AOC has 
been introduced as a protected designation 
of origin. The performance specifications 
define strict requirements for milk produc-
ers and processors. An old proverb says, 
“The cheese tells about the milk”. There-
fore, only fresh raw, silo-free milk from 
the region may be used. Additives are 
taboo. An Emmentaler is only allowed for 
sale, if it reaches min. 18 to 20 taxation 
points. Thus, the AOC quality seal (Ap-
pellation d’Origine Contrôlé under Swiss 
law) stands for authenticity and quality. 

Based on the casein figures (formerly 
they were carved into the loaf, today they 
grow directly in food-technically unobjecta-
ble) and the loaf tag, the traceability regard-

ing the dairy of origin and the exact date 
of production is given. Thanks to the per-
mit number of operation, this applies also 
for each piece of Emmental in the retail sec-
tor (www.emmental.ch). The latest Emmen-
tal AOC creation with specific loaf label is 
named “Eidgenoss” and was launched in 
view of the Federal Wrestling and Swiss Al-
pine Festival 2013 in Burgdorf.

Reviewing history
In the old village dairy of 1954, serving 
as craft shop today, we encounter a then 
modern and today outdated electro-dairy. 
The cheese curd was lifted with towels 

From the Emmental show-dairy to experience-dairy
The King of Cheese

by Heini Hofmann

The show-dairy “Dörfli” in Affoltern i.E. with the four dairy buildings and the signet.  
(picture ESK)

All year round  
and free of charge

hh. The Emmental show-dairy is 
opened every day: from April to Octo-
ber  from 9 a.m. to 6.30 p.m., from No-
vember to March from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. 
Entry (audiovisual information includ-
ed) and parking free of charge. Jour-
ney by train or bus from Lucern via 
Huttwil, and from Berne via Burgdorf.  
On demand  an instruction for a self-
guided tour (2.- SFr resp. 5.- SFr with 
cheese degustation) or guided tour 
with cheese degustation by prior ap-
pointment, also aperitifs and banquets 
in the dairy’s own restaurant or in the 
Emmental pub. 
Beside show localities the show-dairy 
“Dörfli” (village) contains a cheese 
shop, a restaurant with cheese and 
Gotthelf specialities, a craftwork’s shop 
as well as a bakery and a temporary ex-
hibition. On demand you can also book 
a visit to a farm (subject: milk).

More information see www.emmen-
taler-schaukaeserei or Tel.: 0041 

(0)344351611

continued on page 15
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from the so-called “Kessi”, a cauldron and 
moved to the so-called “Järb”, the form. 
Out of superstition, always only one Em-
mental cheese was produced  per day. On 
the other hand, the strenuous cheese turn-
ing by hand was already performed with 

a turning press. Why the Emmental loafs 
have always been the biggest, has an eco-
nomic reason: They were customs-cleared 
by piece and not by weight …

In the “Chäshütte” of 1900 (it hous-
es a bakery today) everything worked 
much easier, for instance the heating of 
the cheese cauldron by making use of a 
wheeled chariot of fire which could be 
moved underneath. But there were already 
mechanically driven agitators and pumps. 

Even further back dates the handsome 
“Küherstock” of 1741, where visitors 
under guidance actively work in the caul-
dron over open fire, while making cheese. 
In former times, the “Küher” lived and 
worked here. Those were the people who 
took care of the Alpine cattle in summer 
and who produced cheese for self-con-
sumption of the rural families as well as 
to deliver the cheese to the landowners. 
It was only after the emergence of valley 
dairies in 1815, when the Emmental pro-
duction spread across the entire Midland.

How the holes got into the cheese
Today Emmental AOC – as the largest 
Swiss cheese – is still produced in some 
150 traditional artisan cheese dairies. A 
loaf weighs about 100 kilograms, with 
about 12 liters of milk being needed for a 

kilo. The natural rennet and natural bac-
terial cultures cause the coagulation of the 
milk and the fermentation and maturation 
of the cheese. The maturity storage is at 
least four months, much longer than for 
most other cheeses.

The heat in the fermenting room caus-
es fermentation by propionic acid and thus 
the formation of carbonic acid gas. Since 
the cheese rind prevents its escape, the fa-

mous holes – scattered in the loaf – form,  
which are typical of the Emmental cheese. 
This process is monitored by the cheese-
maker with the tapping test – similar to the 
doctor when tapping the lungs. Emmen-
tal cheese is thus the only food which you 
knock at tenderly. However: The holes 
have not always been in this cheese. In the 
18th Century the fermenting rooms (for ex-
ample, those in the Küherstock mentioned 
above) could not be heated. Ergo: no heat, 
no gas and no gas, no holes. 

A real basic foodstuff
Besides loaf size and perforation – 

its characteristic aroma is unique for the 
Emmental cheese: nutty and mild in the 
young, strong and spicy in the mature 
stage. Cheese of winter production, when 
the cows eat hay, is ivory, while in sum-
mer the cheese is bright yellow when 
green grass is fed. Emmental AOC has a 
solid, dry, golden yellow, yellow-brown to 
black rind, depending on its maturity.

And what might not be suspected nec-
essarily – after salt bath treatment: Its salt 
content is only 0.5 g per 100 g, which 
is extremely low, and in contrast, its nu-
tritional value is high: 100 g Emmental 
cheese contain about 36 g of water, 31 g 
of fat, 29 g of protein and 4 g of minerals. 

The energy value is 1640 kJ (395 kcal). 
A power energy bar from caseated milk!

The Genuine Emmental  
remains unsurpassed

Depending on the duration of storage in 
the cheese cellar and on maturity, the 
Emmental assortment includes Clas-
sic (> 4 months stored), Réserve (> 8), 
Extra (> 12), Cave Aged (> 12, of which 
at least 6 in the rock basement) and Or-
ganic (> 4, 8 or 12), whereas the com-
mercial denominations mutate partly in 
mild (> 4 months stored), surchoix (> 8) 
extra mature (> 12) or Kaltbach (> 12) 
– according to the principle of clarity ... 
But: Not everything that has Emmental 
written on the cover is actually Emmen-
tal. Today “Emmental” is sold worldwide, 
although only a fractional amount comes 
from Switzerland. The reason is that for-
mer cheesemakers emigrated and took 
their expertise with them. But because 
these imitations produced abroad (which 
must bear a geographical additional des-
ignation) are usually made   from pasteur-
ized milk and are industrially and also 
less long matured, they can not compete 
in taste with Emmental AOC. The origi-
nal King of Cheese is unbeatable! •
(Translation Current Concerns)

In the modern show-dairy professionals at work in the mornings and the afternoons.
Lactose intolerance

hh. On the basis of studies conducted by 
the University of Zurich, today the piv-
otal question is, whether yogurt and 
cheese (which contains only little lac-
tose) might have been “invented” be-
cause the early men in former times had 
not been able to digest lactose after 
being weaned. Supposedly, the genet-
ic condition for this was established 
from the 6th Millennium BC on and 
then, however, spread quickly in terms 
of an evolutionary strategic advantage. 
At the same time, on the territory of pre-
sent-day Switzerland there appeared the 
first farm animals. But whether the mak-
ing of cheese in our country also dates 
back as far as this time, we do not know, 
because both the ingredients as well as 
the instruments for making cheese are 
made   from organic material and thus 
there are no archaeological traces left. 
The first well-founded evidence to dairy 
processing on Helvetian soil dates back 
to the 4th Millennium BC and comes from 
lipid residues on shards from a lake-
dwelling settlement in Arbon. It is not 
known whether at this time vegetable 
rennet or animal rennet was used. Of 
course, this kind of primeval cheese can-
not be compared with today’s  and cer-
tainly not with hard cheese, which has 
only been known since the Middle Ages.

”From the Emmental …” 
continued from page 14


