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16 Politics

Swiss oppose Ecopop's curbs on immigration
The Swiss population overwhelmingly rejected far-reaching immigration restrictions with environmental

objectives on 30 November. Problems with the EU nevertheless remain unresolved.

JÜRG MÜLLER

The Ecopop campaigners fought a lone

battle. The Federal Council, all parties

represented in Parliament, business

associations, trade unions and

environmental organisations all opposed

it. There were nevertheless major fears

that Swiss voters might also approve
the much more radical Ecopop initiative

after supporting the Swiss People's

Party's (SVP) initiative against

mass immigration on 9 February 2014.

Entitled "Stop overpopulation -
safeguard our natural environment", the

popular initiative addressed very
different matters. It focussed on environmental

issues, promised to deal with

immigration concerns and growth
stress and found favour amongst
xenophobic groups.

The surprisingly overwhelming

rejection of the proposal, with 74.1 %

of voters opposing it, indicates that
the majority of the Swiss population
does not wish to completely jeopardise

European ties after the narrow yes

vote on 9 February. Ecopop's rigid
immigration restrictions would have

made the bilateral agreements with
the EU untenable. The Swiss are very

much aware of how important stable

relations with Brussels are to the

Swiss economy.

However, the rejection of Ecopop

cannot be interpreted as a correction

of the decision of9 February. The

electorate wants to apply the brake on

immigration but not at any cost. An

element of good old Swiss pragmatism
has returned to the immigration
debate. The rejection of Ecopop only
allows a brief respite as it remains
unclear how the mass immigration
initiative is to be implemented without

infringing upon the agreement on

the free movement of persons and

jeopardising the bilateral approach.

There remains little room for manoeuvre

in negotiations with Brussels, and

the next referendum on European

policy will weigh more heavily than

all previous ones. And if no solution

can be found with Brussels that satisfies

all parties, Switzerland will soon

have to answer the question ofwhat is

more important - the implementation

to the letter of the constitutional article

of 9 February or maintaining the

economically ideal approach of the

bilateral treaties.

Tax privileges maintained

Wealthy foreigners can continue benefiting from

favourable flat-rate tax arrangements if they

reside in Switzerland but do not work there.

59.2% of voters rejected the popular initiative

entitled "An end to tax privileges for millionaires"

on 30 November. The campaigners argued that

flat-rate taxation was unfair because it infringed

upon the constitutional principle whereby

everyone pays tax according to their financial

capacity. The victorious opponents warned that

many flat-rate taxpayers could leave Switzerland,

causing economic damage.

Gold initiative fails to gleam

The gold initiative launched by conservative

groups on the right set out three requirements:

20 % gold on the balance sheet of the Swiss

National Bank (SNB), the total gold holdings

should be inalienable and they should be kept in

Switzerland. The proposal was overwhelmingly

defeated with 77.3% voting against it. The

initiative's proponents argued that gold was a

secure investment and would never lose its full

value, in contrast to paper currency and

securities. Opponents contended that the SNB

would lose its independence and flexibility and

would no longer be able to effectively defend the

euro exchange rate floor of CHF 1.20. (JM)
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