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SESSION 4

Democracy from Below: 
Environmental Concerns and Swiss Direct Democracy

Adrian Schmid

Good afternoon ladies and gentlemen.   Let me þrst introduce the NGO I work for. Equaled 
in size only by Green Peace in Switzerland, the Swiss Association for Transport and the 
Environment is a Swiss NGO counting 140,000 members and 23 branches nationwide 
which advocates the minimization of the transportation sectorõs negative impacts on the 
environment.  Our goal founding principles and goals are the following:

B Protection of nature and cultural values;
B Minimal use of natural resources, energy, and optimal use of space;
B Protection of the climate;
B Minimal impact on the environment by noise, vibration and pollution;
B Avoidance of unnecessary trafþc and senseless use of transportation;
B Priority to means of transportation with optimal efþciency;
B Research and development of sustainable mobility.

We are actively engaged in many environmental campaigns using direct democracy 
(initiatives, referendums, petitions) that have an impact on policy makers inside and outside 
of parliaments, and also undertake legal action, organize and participate in manifestations, 
and do lobbying at various levels.  We also provide consulting and technical advice for 
members, organizations, companies, and local governments, and organize information 
dissemination using internal and external media.  We have initiated and participated 
in various initiatives and referendums in Switzerland over the years that concern the 
environment.  

Referendums initiatives have had a long history in Switzerland.  Direct democracy in 
Switzerland is a revolutionary achievement, and was won by the þrst major opposition 
movement against the Founding Fathers of the Swiss federal state of 1848.  Yet it must be 
borne in mind that neither the alliance of the three cantons in 1291 nor the federal union of 
1848 had much if anything to do with initiatives and referendums.

In 1891, the right of initiative at the national level was grounded in the Swiss Constitution, 
and since then this right has been used 300 times, illustrating the importance of constitutional 
citizensõ initiatives to the country.  However, only 13, or 4 percent, have been successful.  
This relatively low success rate is due to the fact that national citizensõ initiatives require a 
double majority: a majority of those who vote nation-wide, and a majority of the countryõs 
26 cantonal votes.  To launch national constitutional citizensõ initiatives, 100,000 valid 
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signatures are necessary; to secure a national law referendum, 50,000 signatures are 
required.  Acquiring 50 to 100,000 signatures may seem simple, but in fact is an arduous 
task, and as such many citizensõ initiative demands never get off the ground.  

Why then are so many initiatives still launched in Switzerland?  Citizensõ initiatives 
represent a learning process, offering people questions and prompting them to þnd answers.  
When an initiative begins, people begin asking critical questions; the media becomes 
involved in issues, as the media is never certain how many people will sign the initiatives 
or whether the initiatives will be successful and garner the requisite 100,000 signatures.  It 
is very important to note that even initiatives that are rejected can be considered successes 
if parts of the demands they address are later implemented, which has happened before.  In 
Switzerlandõs initiative records, only 13 initiatives acquired the double majority, the most 
recent success regarding accession to the United Nations.

òDemocracy from belowó has strong roots in Switzerland.  In recent years, the deterioration 
of the environment and other related concerns have entered the public spotlight; during the 
past thirty years, temperatures have risen more than 1.5 degrees Celsius in Switzerland, 
causing heavy rainfalls and thus signiþcant problems for this country of high mountains 
and snow.  Thus, the Swiss people have used the instruments of direct democracy ð in 
particular, referendums and initiatives ð to decide on many pivotal environmental issues.  
There have been three initiatives successes in particular, concerning the protection of the 
moorlands, the protection of the Alps from heavy transit trafþc, and the institution of a ten-
year ban on the constructing of new nuclear power plants.

I just mentioned that only 13 constitutional national initiatives have been successful. Three 
of them can be described as òenvironmental initiativesó, and concern the protection of the 
moorlands, the protection of the Alps from heavy transit trafþc in 1994, and the institution 
of a ten-year ban on the construction of new nuclear power plants in 1991. 

The campaign to protect the Alps tells a particular story of success.  Currently, a new tunnel 
is being constructed connecting the German and Italian speaking parts of Switzerland 
and will be the worldõs longest tunnel, at 57 kilometers; the tunnel is an answer to the 
initiative won a few years past to protect the Alps from the destructive construction of 
new highways and roads throughout the mountains of the region, which would have had 
multifaceted impacts on the environment.  We forced a major change in orientation with 
the construction of the less damaging tunnel, and this is considered a major success for 
Swiss environmental organizations.

But the organization that fought this initiative and lost the battle in 1994 started another 
initiative to change the result around. Thus in February 2004, the Swiss people will have 
to decide again on the fate of our mountains, and either conþrm the decision from 1994 or 
allow unlimited heavy transport of goods from Germany to Italy through our mountains.
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