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Q&A AFTERNOON SESSION

Question

Mr. Schmid, have you þgured why in those six or seven federal initiatives or referendums, 
at the popular vote level, you reach as high as 72 percent of approval, yet at the cantonal 
level, you lose?  Also, you mentioned that þnally, the Swiss people would apply direct 
democracy instead of merely following so-called expert opinions on environmental issues, 
which is exactly what happened in our Cabinet recently.  Itõs a very heated debate.  Our 
former Minister of the Environmental Protection Agency insisted that after an expert 
committee has conducted a certain evaluation process, itõs not right to apply direct 
democracy or a referendum to override expert opinion.  How do you overcome this heated 
debate and achieve consensus in the end?

Answers

[Adrian Schmid]

Switzerland has about 19 percent foreigners who are not allowed to vote, neither are those 
under 18.  About 4.67 million people are eligible to vote.  And in addition, we have this 
system of the double majority.  Z¿rich is the largest city in Switzerland, with about one 
million people in its surrounding area; in Lucerne, where I live, thereõs a canton called 
Nidwalden nearby, and this province has only about 32,000 people.  Thereõs a big difference 
between large and small cantons, yet you know that we need the double majority.  Itõs not 
only one canton thatõs small, there are a few, such as Uri, Obwalden, Nidwalden, and 
because of the double majority system, these small cantons are given much power.  These 
small cantons can join forces and þght against certain initiatives.  On May 18, the nuclear 
plant moratorium initiative received 59.4 yes of the popular votes, yet on the cantonal 
level, it received 22 no votes and only one yes vote; in situations where the peopleõs vote is 
close to 50 percent, just like in the situation when we voted to join the United Nations, it is 
very hard because even though you got the peopleõs majority, yet only one yes vote for the 
cantons ð when I say the canton, itõs also the peopleõs majority within the cantons that must 
also decide.  Itõs always a big þght.  In May next year, we have to decide on the second 
tunnel to cross the Alps in Switzerland; Iõm against the big tunnel, as weõre investing 20 
billion US dollars for a new second train tunnel crossing the Alps, 57 kilometers long, so 
now Iõm lobbying with people in the small cantons around the mountains, and perhaps we 
can get the majority of cantons against the second tunnel.  Iõm not sure about the peopleõs 
majority, as the big cantons like Z¿rich may have the majority in people.  So itõs an open 
situation.
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[Andrea Gross]

Experts always think they know best.  In our countries, when elites make up their minds, 
they think itõs enough ð they know best.  Yet even among the experts, there often is 
disagreement ð and itõs not the experts who rule the country, because then you would not 
have a democracy, but rather an expert-cracy.  Eevry complicated issue can be explicated 
in a way that everyone can understand.  Sometimes experts defend interests theyõd like to 
hide, but then itõs not easy to lie to the people, as the people sense a hidden agenda.  In 
Switzerland, the direct democracy system is so strongly rooted in the people that you canõt 
get rid of it, but in other countries, experts question why they need to go to the people.  
Experts of course also make mistakes.  The time of reÿection is a useful investment, 
instead of immediately taking the expertsõ advice.  Itõs often difþcult to make experts see 
that theyõre not the last instance of decision-making.

Questions

[Q1] 

Mr. Gross, youõve introduced an elaborate direct democracy design with important 
elements on what procedures are necessary for successfully holding referendums.  Taking 
in account all the time to do the elaboration, designing, allowing time for counter-proposal 
hearings ð we are hoping that referendums can be held with the general elections so that 
thereõs greater voter turnout.  In about six months weõll have our Presidential election, and 
if we want a referendum on the ballot next March, do we have time to go through all these 
design proposals by next March?  We just had a few local referendums hastily organized 
and voted, and that actually hurt having a long, enduring mechanism for referendums in 
Taiwan.  There was no time for elaboration, counter-proposals.  Yes, we want to have I&R 
in Taiwan, but at the same time we donõt want to allow the process to be organized so fast 
that it sullies the referendums themselves.
[Q2]

This morning we discussed Asian political culture, especially in terms of it being more 
difþcult to hold referendums in Asian societies and cultures.  I hope Iõm wrong, but you 
seem to be suggesting that referendums should be bottom-up from the citizens.  In terms 
of environmental issues, I agree that these should be from the people; but in terms of 
constitutional reform, drafting new constitutions, itõs near impossible in Asia for people 
to initiate such projects.  In Australia in 1999, there was a referendum on the republic that 
didn`t pass; this referendum was supported by Howardõs party even though he himself was 
against the referendum; he supported it through the Parliament because it was supported 
by the people.  It would be almost impossible in Taiwan for the people to initiate these 
kinds of changes.  Some in Taiwan also worry, fear, the potential for authoritarianism with 
referendums.  And, though you all emphasize the people so much, the reality is that in Asia, 
we cannot begin things at the peopleõs level, but at the leadership level.
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