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Working for peace and security 

David Rosset, 38, policeman, police advisor from Lausanne:
I’ve been working for the UNMISS mission (United Nations Mission in the Republic of South Sudan) since 
January 2012, and I’m helping the leadership of the South Sudan Police Service (SSPS) reform and reorganise 
the police force here. I’m in close contact with all the relevant actors (UNMISS, UN country team, donors) and 
assist them during the various project phases. 
The SSPS is still in a process of transition and internal reform. It’s extremely important that the South Suda­
nese government is given help to ensure better law enforcement, stem crime and violence, and protect the 
civilian population. So when the opportunity arose to travel to South Sudan as a Swiss civilian police advisor, 
I jumped at the chance. Before I came out here, I went on various Expert Pool training courses: UN Police 
Commander, police development projects, decentralised government, and conflict prevention.
South Sudan faces many problems, and it’s a major challenge working in this new country, especially because 
of the lack of basic amenities and the risk that conflict might flare up again at any time. The police force is 
sometimes unable to deliver a high-quality service. The lack of infrastructure, poor training, a high level of 
illiteracy, and non-functioning police stations are a major problem. In addition, the system here presents 
countless bureaucratic hurdles which prevent efficient implementation of operational priorities. Despite all 
that, I’m finding it extremely rewarding to work in close cooperation with my international and national col­
leagues to help strengthen the capacities of this institution.

Patricia Pfister, 38, sociologist, advisor from Oron-la-Ville
I began working in January 2012 on a one-year assignment with the “Temporary International Presence in 
Hebron” (TIPH) on the West Bank, where I’m responsible for the Research, Analysis, and Information (RAI) 
Department. Among other things the RAI drafts reports and recommendations which are regularly presented 
to the Israeli government, the Palestinian Authority, and the six member states of the TIPH. The reports are 
keys for analysing the situation of the Palestinian people in Hebron and enabling dialogue between the par­
ties involved. However, it’s really important to remain impartial and objective when writing these reports. I 
believe that my experience and Switzerland’s good reputation are helpful here. 
My days are filled with meetings. These can be about day-to-day matters, documents, management and 
organisation of the mission, as well as meetings with local and international partners. 
The experiences that I’m gathering here are highly enriching. I’m learning something new every day: about 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, personnel management, diplomatic skills, and also living in a sort of “closed 
universe” with people from different cultures who have different working methods and different motiva­
tions. 
I’d like to continue working in the area of human security, as it fits in with my own personal goals, my train­
ing, and my professional experience in numerous contexts.

Roman Hunger, 41, lawyer, military advisor from Küsnacht, Switzerland
The UN General Assembly in New York is one of the six principal organs of the United Nations. As an advisor 
for disarmament and peacebuilding in the office of the President of the General Assembly, my work is very 
exciting and demanding. Its (global) political substance makes it very fast moving, and it enables wide-rang­
ing political and procedural activities in and around the workings of the General Assembly. 
Having a representative in the office of the President is very useful, as it enables us to quickly identify the 
activities of the UN General Assembly that are also important for Switzerland, as well as to influence and 
utilise the presidential priorities. Exchanging information with Swiss colleagues in the system is consequently 
very intensive, with a continuous flow of information and knowledge.
This is my second assignment as a member of the Swiss Expert Pool. My first posting took me to Nepal for 
three years, where I worked as Special Coordinator and Deputy Director for the UN Regional Centre for Peace 
and Disarmament in Asia and the Pacific. Prior to that I worked at the Swiss Permanent Mission to the UN 
with responsibility for disarmament and peacebuilding.

Around 90 experts are currently working in a wide variety of roles and countries on 
behalf of the FDFA’s Expert Pool for Civilian Peacebuilding. Three of them tell us some-
thing about their work here.
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“Humour and  
humanity are key”
Working on behalf of the Swiss government for the past 30 years, Ambassador Heidi 
Tagliavini has earned an outstanding reputation as a conflict mediator and head of elec-
tion observation missions around the world. The experienced expert on the Caucasus 
region from Basel has been appointed by international organisations to lead sensitive 
missions.

Heidi Tagliavini, international election observa-
tion has become increasingly important in the 
wake of the democratic transformation at the 
end of the 1980s. What is the impact of these 
missions in the countries concerned? 
A great deal of experience has been gained from 
observing more than 250 elections. Following the 
break-up of the Soviet Union, such missions were 
primarily carried out in the former East Bloc coun­
tries and the Balkans. Nowadays, they are also in­
creasingly undertaken in Western countries, even 
if the election process has not been questioned by 
the population. Switzerland too has recently been 
subject to the scrutiny of an international election 
observation mission and was advised to disclose 
party financing and other things. The international 
observation teams do their best to uncover foul 
play and shortcomings in the electoral process, thus 

boosting confidence in democratisation. This is why 
they are so important. 

What has been your experience of these mis
sions? 
A mission usually lasts two to three months, depend­
ing on whether there is a second round of elections. 
The ODIHR (see box) comprises a group of people – 
including lawyers, election experts, political experts, 
media specialists, and statisticians – from a range of 
OSCE countries who observe the election procedure. 
There are also up to 60 long-term observers who fol­
low and analyse the election process at various loca­
tions in the host country. The mission investigates 
election laws, the political situation, and the elec­
tion campaigns in the media. It establishes whether 
all candidates and parties are treated equally and 
whether freedom of assembly and freedom of the 
press are guaranteed, etc. Operation of the election 
administration is also observed nationwide. What is 
important in all elections is to cooperate with elec­
tion commissions at all levels. The findings are pub­
lished in a preliminary statement prior to the elec­
tions. 
The short-term observers come into play just before 
election day, closely monitoring the voting procedure 
at the polling stations. They check whether a suitable 
covered room is available, ballot papers are ready, 
the elections as a whole are held in accordance with 
established standards, and whether there are any ir­
regularities. The findings of the international election 
observation mission are based on reports from these 
teams. On the day after the election, the mission 
publishes a provisional report on the progress of the 
elections. Two months later, recommendations are 
submitted in the final report. 

During which phase of the election procedure do 
the most serious irregularities occur? 
Cheating can arise in all phases. However, the most 
serious instances usually occur once the polling sta­
tions have closed, when the counting begins, and 
the records are forwarded to the next higher com­
mission. Despite the cameras and the presence of 
election observers, the counting system in some 
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elections is poor, even very poor. This can result from 
a lack of professionalism or deliberate falsification 
– often based on fear that the result will not meet 
the expectations of powerful candidates. The entire 
election process should be transparent. However, 
election observers are not granted access to all areas. 
Another rule requires the election commission to re­
main fully independent of the authorities at all levels. 

You have led election observation missions in 
Russia and Ukraine. Do you see progress in de-
mocratisation in these countries? 
The Soviet Union was only dissolved 20 years ago. 
A true democracy cannot be established overnight. 
The necessary change in mentality takes time and is 
far from painless. However, it’s interesting that poli­
ticians in these countries want election observers to 
be present in order to demonstrate the legitimacy 
of their elections. Ukraine is one such example. Five 
years after being denied “victory” in 2005 due to 
extensive vote-rigging, Viktor Yanukovych wanted 
to prove that he could come to power legitimately. 
Thus election observations have a big impact, as 
every country is under pressure to hold elections in 
an acceptable way. Although politicians may speak 
of “fair and democratic” elections, this is not the 
terminology used by the ODIHR. What is meant by 
“free and fair”? The mission only states which inter­
national standards were fulfilled in accordance with 
the Copenhagen Agreement. 

In 1995, you were sent to war-torn Chechnya for 
a year as the only woman in a six-person OSCE 
assistance group. What were your experiences 
on this mission? 
The fact that a society which has lived together 
peacefully for many years despite a tragic history go­
ing back centuries could suddenly find itself back at 
war came as a shock to me. Witnessing people dying 
all around you and experiencing complete destruc­
tion causes exceptional emotional stress. Your life is 
under constant threat. We were once lured into a 
village to work with the inhabitants. Shortly after we 
arrived, every single house was set alight, and we 
were trapped right in the middle. Before the Duma 
elections (parliamentary elections in Russia) in De­
cember 1995, I was standing right next to the gov­
ernment building in Grozny when a bomb went off, 
killing 60 people. This attack was clearly intended 
to intimidate the population. Experiencing events 
such as these makes you very thin-skinned. I avoided 
Swiss National Day celebrations for a long time. Even 
now, I find it difficult to be around fireworks.

What did you learn about negotiation tactics du-
ring this time? 
I found out how difficult it is to lead negotiations 
between conflict parties that are extremely hostile 
to one another, but also how to overcome difficul­
ties. We generally have to wrestle over every single 
word. When it came to the wording of agreements, 
I always looked for solutions in formulations that 

were deemed acceptable by all parties. For example, 
I banned use of terms such as “terrorists” because 
of the inevitable legal consequences. Using the term 
“refugees” instead of “internally displaced persons” 
has the potential to bring all negotiations to a stand­
still. Secondly, mediators should never aim to please 
just one party unless the other party is solely respon­
sible for imposing great suffering on the population. 
The parties often behave like children with a cake 
– they insist on equal treatment and deliver ultima­
tums: independence or nothing at all! Thirdly, a set 
of rules must be established. The parties must not 
drag each other through the mud. Duration of the 
discussion must be limited, and certain words are ta­
boo. The negotiating climate should allow everyone 
to defend their own interests and express their frus­
trations, while always showing respect for the other 
party. The mediator must be entirely impartial and 
objective, entering into negotiations with an open 
mind while maintaining a clear focus on the objec­
tive. Negotiations often centre around broken cease­
fires, terrible massacres, and destruction. In such cas­
es, mediators should already have drafted a possible 
agreement with binding obligations, but at the same 
time remain flexible. However, the most difficult part 
is getting the parties concerned to the negotiating 
table in the first place. Goodwill can only be fostered 
through trust, going back and forth between the 
parties and demonstrating a willingness to listen. 

What personal qualities have helped you to as-
sert yourself in negotiations?
I communicate with the parties in their language. 
They appreciate you making the effort to understand 
their country, their culture, and their history. I always 
make eye contact – this lets them know that you 
are emotionally committed. I try to restrain myself, 
while not letting anyone tread on my toes. I’ve often 
had to put up a considerable fight. Women may well 
have more patience and understanding, but we must 
also be able to fight our corner. And I laugh with 
them. Humour and humanity are key. Even the most 
senior of bosses who has committed an offence has 
usually also experienced trauma in his life and wants 
to be treated as a human being. Mediators must 
seek to engage with all conflict parties if they wish 
to achieve progress. There is no chance of a “modus 
vivendi” if those who are significantly involved in the 
conflict are not included in the negotiations. Integ­

Copenhagen Criteria  

Election observation is an extensive topic and has a far-reaching impact. The tasks are 

broadly determined by methodology: the Copenhagen Criteria, which were signed by all 

member countries of the OSCE (Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe) in 

the 1990s, form the basis. In the case of presidential elections, the countries are obliged 

to invite a delegation from the Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights 

(ODIHR) to monitor the elections.  

 

Information on the ODIHR: www.osce.org/odihr.
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rity, credibility, flexibility, and perseverance are es­
sential. And the list goes on. Finally, mediators must 
also accept the possibility of failure. 

Looking back on past decades, do you see an im-
provement in human security?
We have come a very long way in recent decades in 
terms of international law. Perpetrators of war crimes 
now face prosecution and conviction. The war crimes 
tribunal and the International Criminal Court in The 
Hague are moving in the right direction, sending out 
a signal that nobody can incite war, commit massa­
cres, or abuse children by using them as soldiers with 
impunity. Human security is a broad topic, however, 
and the question is how we can ensure it in the long 
term.

How do you perceive the role played by the inter-
national communities and organisations? 
The suffering of the population caused by war and 
violence is so severe that any effort to resolve con­
flicts peacefully is justified, even if the intervention is 
not ideal. Local commitment to relieving such suffer­
ing is crucial. The International Committee of the Red 
Cross (ICRC), with its special rules and discreet prac­
tices, is playing an increasingly important role in this 
regard. While internationally outlawed government 
leaders often prevent aid workers from other coun­
tries or international organisations from entering 
their country, they will accept ICRC aid campaigns as 
it operates on the basis of complete confidentiality. 

In your 30-year career as a diplomat, which 
events particularly stand out in your mind? 
The break-up of the Soviet Union, which I experi­
enced first hand, would definitely be one such event. 
The Tinguely exhibition in Moscow in April 1990 also 
made an impression – right in the middle of the tran­

sition period. I was responsible for organising the ex­
hibition in Moscow, and Jean Tinguely and his team 
were staying with me. I have never forgotten his un­
disguised opinion of the regime.
Establishment of diplomatic relations with the new 
countries in Central Asia and the Caucasus was also 
incredibly exciting. I visited a total of 10 new inde­
pendent countries during the course of this mission. 
Following the memorable experience in Chechnya 
and a posting in Bosnia as Swiss ambassador, I was 
selected to head a UN military observer mission in 
Georgia with over 400 staff. I had to lead the mis­
sion and revive the peace process under precarious 
security conditions. It was extremely challenging, but 
I learnt a great deal. 
Possibly the most difficult assignment of my career 
was the reconciliation work for the war in Georgia, 
which I undertook on behalf of the EU. We had to 
assess whether an attack was justified under certain 
circumstances and whether the international recog­
nition of the independence declared by Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia was correct under international 
law. Material sources were few and far between, the 
nine-month period was tight, and the parties piled 
on the pressure. This kind of assignment should only 
be taken on if you know the situation well and can 
thus gauge what might be right or wrong. The fi­
nal report was more than 1,000 pages long. I went 
to great lengths to ensure that there were as few 
errors as possible, as parties delight in finding inac­
curacies and can undo months of work. I carefully 
read through the report three times, including the 
annexed translations. The fact that it was accepted 
by both Russia and Georgia heralded it a success. 

What advice do you give to your younger colle-
agues who will serve as mediators in the future? 
I look back on all efforts to resolve conflicts with 
great respect. It is important to have a very good 
understanding of the background and the facts, 
and to be able to assess a situation. It then takes 
many months to be recognised and accepted as an 
authority. Only when my friends and family asked me 
about my motives for working as a mediator in dif­
ficult environments did I realise that I had a moral 
duty to fulfil any assignment to the best of my ability 
and therefore help improve the living conditions of 
those affected. It is difficult to witness people living 
in misery or losing their lives as a result of violence. 
Why them and not us? This still turns my stomach 
even now. You should not take on this kind of work 
without a moral conviction.

30 years of service to Switzerland 

Heidi Tagliavini studied philology in Geneva and Moscow. She joined the FDFA diplomatic 

service in 1982. Following postings in Bern, Peru, Moscow, The Hague, and as Swiss am­

bassador in Sarajevo, she took on difficult assignments in the Caucasus on behalf of the 

OSCE and the UN, working in Chechnya in 1995 and as deputy-head of the UN observer 

mission in Georgia in 1998. In 1999, she was appointed ambassador and head of Political 

Affairs Division IV of the FDFA. In 2000, she was personal representative of the Austrian 

OSCE chairperson-in-office for missions in the Caucasus. From 2002–2006, she led the 

UN observer mission in Georgia as the special representative of the UN Secretary-General 

and head of the UN Mission. In 2008, the EU appointed her to lead the fact-finding com­

mission on the war in South Ossetia between Georgia and Russia. In January 2010, she 

led the OSCE/ODIHR observer mission to monitor the presidential elections in Ukraine 

and the observation mission for the Duma elections and presidential elections in Russia in 

2011 and 2012.  

Heidi Tagliavini speaks eight languages and has published numerous articles and books. 

In 2010, she was awarded honorary doctorates by the universities of Basel and Bern for 

her services as an internationally renowned crisis diplomat for peace keeping and conflict 

resolution in the Caucasus region. As stated in the University of Basel’s honorific speech, 

“she combines excellent negotiating skills with courage, commitment, and a sense of 

duty”. 
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Switzerland attaches great importance to advancing 
and promoting respect for human rights. Large-scale 
human rights violations jeopardise international sta­
bility and security, also damaging the development 
and economic well-being of countries. 

Human rights issues always feature on the agenda of 
all political consultations Switzerland conducts. Hu­
man rights policy is an overarching concern in Swiss 
policymaking. There must be no “human rights-free 
zones” in its foreign or security policies or in any oth­
er policy area for that matter. Human rights begin at 
home: Switzerland subjects itself to the monitoring 
mechanisms used by the international community to 
verify that states uphold human rights.

If other countries are willing to improve their human 
rights situations, Switzerland offers advisory services 
and organises exchange projects in areas such as 
prison conditions, protection of minorities, violence 
against women, and freedom of expression. With 

initiatives, interventions, and public statements in 
international bodies such as the UN Human Rights 
Council, it works to establish legal frameworks de­
signed to combat and prevent human rights abuses. 
For instance, it has achieved some success in its cam­
paign against the death penalty and in encouraging 
private companies to accept their responsibilities 
with respect to human rights. It has also contributed 
to international knowledge in this field through ex­
pert missions, seminars, and publications. 

Where it is not possible to protect the rights and ba­
sic freedoms of people, international pressure must 
be brought to bear. However, human rights policy 
based on dialogue and cooperation remains the 
cornerstone of preventive diplomacy. 

Human rights policy
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Commitment to human 
rights at multilateral level
Promoting human rights is one of Switzerland’s key foreign policy goals. In collaboration 
with other states and organisations, as well as through its own diplomatic initiatives, 
Switzerland is actively working to establish globally applicable rules for the protection 
of victims and particularly vulnerable groups. 

The objective of Switzerland’s human rights policy 
is to prevent human rights violations and to create 
the conditions worldwide where repression, despot­
ism and exploitation cannot prevail. It pursues these 
aims in regular and close cooperation with interna­
tional organisations such as the United Nations, the 
Council of Europe, and the Organization for Security 
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). 

As it will assume the chairmanship of the OSCE in 
2014, Switzerland will now focus even more closely 
on the work of this organisation. This mandate sits 
well with one of Switzerland’s strategic foreign pol­
icy priorities, namely to work for stability and peace 
in Europe and the neighbouring regions. Under its 
chairmanship, among other things Switzerland will 
seek to reform the OSCE institutions: virtually all its 
member states are calling for the renewal and revival 
of the OSCE as the principal security and dialogue 
forum for Europe, America and Asia. 

Switzerland’s initiatives are also making a significant 
impact within the United Nations, including in the 
Human Rights Council. The resolutions adopted by 
the Council seek to promote and strengthen protec­
tion for human rights. They lay down fundamental 
principles that civil society can also draw on when 
fostering human rights. 

At the instigation of Switzerland and other coun­
tries, the Council established a mandate on transi­
tional justice. This is of great importance for protect­
ing victims and human rights defenders all over the 
world, especially in countries undergoing transition. 
Switzerland also supports the work of various special 
rapporteurs who report on violations, such as tor­
ture, inhumane treatment and punishment, or the 
disregard of the freedom of assembly. The rights to 
which these mandates relate are inseparably linked 
to respect for human dignity and the entitlement of 
citizens to participate in political life. 

Along with its commitment to protecting and pro­
moting human rights in these bodies, Switzerland is 
also constantly pushing for institutional reforms that 
will strengthen the effectiveness of international or­
ganisations. 

UN Human Rights Council 

Founded in 2006 and headquartered in Geneva, the Hu­

man Rights Council represents a significant achievement 

of Swiss foreign policy. The Council reports directly to the 

UN General Assembly. Special sessions can be convened 

in the event of urgent cases of human rights violations. 

The Council comprises 47 members, appointed for a term 

of three years, and is mandated to assess the human 

rights situation in all countries. In the Universal Periodic 

Review (UPR), all states present the progress of human 

rights in their own country and receive recommendations 

for improvement from other countries. The Universal Hu­

man Rights Index database developed by Switzerland has 

proved to be extremely valuable in assisting this process. 

In addition, Switzerland is endeavouring to conduct 

dialogue along non-bloc lines, and is cooperating with 

non-governmental organisations and think tanks.

OSCE 

The OSCE defines security 

not simply from a narrow 

military or police perspec­

tive, but includes other 

dimensions such as human 

rights, the rule of law and 

democracy, as well as 

economic and environmen­

tal aspects. Its members 

include all European coun­

tries, the successor states 

to the Soviet Union, the 

USA and Canada. Among 

other things, the OSCE can 

appoint mediators, and it 

helps to improve coop­

eration with neighbouring 

regions in Asia, the Middle 

East and North Africa, as 

well as with civil society. 

People demanding their 

legitimate rights in Cairo, 

Egypt, as in many other 

parts of the world.
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Bilateral human  
rights dialogue
Switzerland employs a variety of strategies to advocate human rights. This topic is now 
a regular agenda item for most bilateral or multilateral political discussions. Switzerland 
also holds specific talks with some states on the human rights situation in their country 
and arranges expert exchanges and joint projects. 

Human rights are universal and indivisible. They ap­
ply to every individual human being, but they do so 
in a twofold manner: every person has the right to 
human dignity and to be protected from arbitrary 
acts of state power, but at the same time people 
themselves have a duty to recognise the ethical, 
moral and legal validity of human rights. It is states, 
however, that bear the primary responsibility for up­
holding and enforcing human rights.

For many years Switzerland has pursued bilateral and 
multilateral initiatives aimed at promoting respect for 
and observance of human rights. This is anchored in 
its constitution, as is the cultivation of contacts for 
the purposes of maintaining foreign policy and trade 
relations. In so doing, human rights should always be 
taken into consideration, which is why it also forms 
an integral part of dialogue at all levels. 

Discussions on human rights – also referred to as 
human rights dialogue or consultation – are one 
element of Swiss human rights policy which is em­
ployed, along with other instruments, when partner 
states are interested and willing to talk about such 
issues and are receptive to advice. This willingness is 
usually most evident in tandem with political reforms. 
The aim of such discussions and joint projects is to 
improve the situation of citizens with regard to their 
rights. This process often requires much patience. By 

virtue of its longstanding humanitarian tradition and 
commitment to human rights, Switzerland enjoys a 
high level of credibility, for instance within the UN 
Human Rights Council. 

Switzerland has been engaged in regular dialogue 
with Vietnam since 1997, to name just one exam­
ple. Questions of international human rights policy, 
criminal justice, religious freedom, and the rights of 
minorities and women are discussed. Deficits, for 
example in relation to freedom of expression and 
freedom of assembly, are mentioned too. Switzer­
land is also raising awareness of issues surrounding 
the death penalty in Vietnam, and has proposed that 
it take steps towards establishing a moratorium and 
eventual abolition. 

Discussions are accompanied by specific projects 
supported by Switzerland. One major issue in many 
countries is prison conditions and the lack of pro­
tection from police violence. Switzerland sends out 
experts to advise countries and provide training. Ni­
geria, for instance, is one country that is aware of 
problems and has asked the international community 
for assistance. 

However, improving human rights is a long, drawn-
out process. Even where the will exists, a state often 
lacks the resources necessary to implement mea­
sures effectively. Nevertheless, there are discernible 
signs of progress. In Tajikistan, for example, death 
sentences are no longer carried out and the aboli­
tion of the death penalty is being considered. Condi­
tions in Vietnam’s prisons have also seen noticeable 
improvements, including with respect to the use of 
torture.

Alongside these in-depth discussions with a few 
countries, Switzerland also addresses human rights 
within the framework of political consultations con­
ducted with a large number of states.

Conditions of detention 

such as here in Nigeria are 

the subject of bilateral dis-

cussions on human rights.
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Human rights and 
multinational companies
Switzerland is home to some of the most important multinational commodity and ener-
gy companies in the world. They, too, have a responsibility to respect human rights and 
the environment. Switzerland is working to ensure that companies accept this responsi-
bility and that they observe international standards of corporate governance. 

Around one-quarter of the global trade in raw mate­
rials is handled by firms based in Switzerland. Every 
state is obliged to respect and protect human rights 
within its territory, and this also includes ensuring 
that third parties such as companies do not infringe 
human rights. Some multinational companies are 
increasingly operating in regions with weak and re­
pressive governments that are sometimes unwilling 
or unable to prevent companies violating human 
rights. As a consequence, companies and their sub­
sidiaries involved in human rights offences are often 
not called to account. 

Where the rule of law is concerned, Switzerland has 
high standards and is committed to the advance­
ment of human rights all over the world. As a signa­
tory to numerous human rights conventions, it has 

Switzerland promotes internation-

al standards 

Following six years of consultation with gov­

ernments, businesses and non-governmental 

organisations around the world, Professor John 

Ruggie presented his final report on corporate 

human rights responsibilities to the UN Human 

Rights Council in 2011. Switzerland played a 

key role in supporting his work. The report has 

advanced the debate on human rights abuses 

by private companies and identified shortfalls in 

current legislation. In general his report criticises 

the lack of coherence between human rights 

promotion, as expressed in countries’ foreign 

policies, and their trade policies. 

The UN’s guidelines are based on three pillars. 

Firstly, states have a duty to actively ensure that 

companies do not violate human rights («state 

duty to protect»). Secondly, companies should 

embed respect for human rights in their corpo­

rate culture. Thirdly, the report calls for easier 

access to justice for victims of human rights 

abuse by companies.  

Along with the guidelines approved by the UN 

Human Rights Council, Switzerland also sup­

ported a number of initiatives relating to busi­

ness and human rights. Among other things, it 

financed an informal exchange between states 

as well as a study on corporate responsibility 

in high-risk countries. It is also involved in the 

“Voluntary Principles on Security and Human 

Rights”. These principles address oil, gas and 

mining companies: firms operating in this sector 

undertake to observe human rights and make 

suitable security arrangements. Among other 

things, companies should provide appropriate 

training for personnel and improve cooperation 

with the local population.  

The Swiss Centre of Expertise in Human Rights 

founded in 2010 under the auspices of the Uni­

versity of Bern has formed six different thematic 

clusters, including one relating to human rights 

and business.

undertaken to protect human rights in the context of 
its own economic activities, while also ensuring that 
human rights are not disregarded by the activities of 
private companies. This includes a responsibility as 
regards the activities of Swiss firms operating in a 
global market. The activities of such multinationals 
should not undermine our commitment to human 
rights. At the same time, it is also in Switzerland’s 
interests to maintain its reputation as a business lo­
cation. It is therefore involved in a number of inter­
national initiatives which seek to ensure that private 
companies respect human rights and environmental 
standards.

The initiatives supported by Switzerland at the in­
ternational level focus on corporate self-regulation 
and voluntary mechanisms. The concept of Corpo­
rate Social Responsibility (CSR) holds that companies 
must monitor all social and environmental impacts of 
their operations and take steps to remedy any dam­
age caused. Some companies have recognised that 
simply maximising short-term profits is not the way 
to achieve long-term business success and gener­
ate shareholder value. Rather they must build social 
responsibility into their market-oriented activities. 
Many companies have realised that structuring their 
activities in such a way as to promote growth and 
competitiveness while protecting the environment 

Our well-established, highly constructive dialogue with the 

HSD provides us with a valuable insight into the changing 

debate regarding business and human rights. This helps us 

in implementing the UBS declaration on human rights.

Christian Leitz, Head of Corporate Responsibility Manage-
ment, UBS

Liselotte Arni, Head of Environmental & Social Risk, UBS

«

«
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and practising social responsibility will help to ensure 
sustainable development.

In particular Switzerland has lent its support in the 
form of both personnel and finance to the work of 
the UN Special Representative on business and hu­
man rights. In 2011, the Human Rights Council en­
dorsed his proposals, drafted with the participation 
of states along with representatives of business and 
civil society, for new guidelines on corporate human 
rights responsibilities (“Guiding Principles on Busi­
ness and Human Rights”). These guidelines provide a 
reference framework for the duty of states to ensure 
that their companies do not violate human rights, 
also when operating abroad. The guidelines set out a 
state’s duty to protect and corporations’ responsibil­
ity to respect human rights, and call for easier access 
to justice for victims. 

Several units within the Federal Administration are 
concerned with human security, foreign policy and 
foreign trade. In order to achieve consensus and de­
fine coherent measures, the Human Security Division 
(HSD) is endeavouring to conduct dialogue with all 
the parties involved. The principle of self-regulation 
is not uncontested. One of the central questions in 
the coming years will be whether and how govern­
ments can influence the global activities of compa­
nies based in their territory, either through legislation 
or by means of incentives. In Switzerland the debate 
has only just begun, focusing on the duty of care that 
Swiss corporations must exercise both with regard 

Private security firms and code 

of conduct 

Increasingly, private companies are being 

entrusted with security tasks, especially 

in crisis areas and conflict zones. Private 

companies and their employees are subject 

to international humanitarian law and 

are therefore required to respect human 

rights. At the initiative of Switzerland, over 

300 security firms have now signed a code 

of conduct that obliges them to respect 

human rights and incorporate these stand­

ards in their business policies. 

For example, the code of conduct stipu­

lates the following: employees may only 

use weapons to defend themselves and 

others in life-threatening situations or to 

prevent a crime that would result in a high 

death toll; there is an absolute prohibi­

tion of torture, discrimination and human 

trafficking. The code expressly rejects 

active participation in military operations. 

The management of these companies 

must recruit personnel in accordance 

with defined criteria, provide them with 

suitable training and supervise their 

work. Governments, non-governmental 

organisations and the signatory companies 

have undertaken to set up a monitoring 

system in the form of an ombudsman’s 

office. Also in the pipeline is an accredita­

tion system for private security companies 

in order to verify that the quality standards 

stipulated in the code of conduct are be­

ing maintained. 

The “Montreux Document”, which Swit­

zerland had drafted two years before the 

code of conduct, addresses the obligations 

of states. States must guarantee that they 

will also observe the Geneva Convention 

– encompassing the protection of people 

and other standards of international hu­

manitarian law – even when working with 

private military and security companies. 

Workers in a gold mine in 

South Africa that has been 

re-opened due to the in-

crease in demand for gold.

to their own activities and those of their subsidiaries 
and suppliers. It is also concerned with how victims 
of human rights abuse and environmental crimes can 
gain access to justice.

« Switzerland’s increasing involvement with state and 

non-governmental organisations through the HDS 

is very welcome and is crucial to making progress in 

human rights issues.

Ron Popper, Head of Corporate Responsibility, ABB

«

I have greatly appreciated the HDS’s pioneering 

role in the area of business and human rights, 

and hope that the division will continue to com-

mit itself to this field in a practical way in the 

future.

Christian Frutiger, Public Affairs Manager,  
Nestlé S.A.

«

«
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Working to abolish the 
death penalty 
Switzerland is actively campaigning to create a world where human dignity is respected 
and where the death penalty is banned. The right to life is the most fundamental of human 
rights. Switzerland is working for the unconditional abolition of the death penalty – that is 
to say, in all circumstances and in every region of the world.

Although more and more states are moving away 
from the death penalty, in 2011 alone over 700 peo­
ple were executed (not counting victims in China). 
Switzerland emphatically rejects the stance that it is 
permissible to kill human beings in the name of jus­
tice. The death penalty does not right wrongs. Nor is 
it a deterrent that makes society any safer. It is itself 
a violation of fundamental human rights. 

Switzerland takes the view that use of the death 
penalty constitutes an unacceptable impediment to 
full protection of human rights and that such pun­
ishment has no place in today’s world. Campaigning 
against the death penalty is therefore one of Swit­
zerland’s foreign policy priorities in the area of hu­
man rights. To date, two-thirds of all countries have 
legally or de facto abolished the death penalty. Al­
though democratic states such as the USA and Japan 
continue to execute people, it is mainly authoritarian 
regimes that impose the death penalty. 

In 2010, Switzerland was official host to the 4th World 
Congress against the Death Penalty in Geneva. In the 
same year, together with Spain and other countries, 
it helped to found the independent “International 
Commission against the Death Penalty”, which is 
now headquartered in Geneva. This underlines Swit­
zerland’s commitment to continue campaigning for 

abolition of the death penalty and ensures it is rep­
resented in the group of states that supports this or­
ganisation. The Commission is seeking to persuade 
all countries that continue to carry out executions to 
establish a complete moratorium by 2015. It is also 
urgently calling on these states to observe the mini­
mum standards of international law – namely prohi­
bition of the execution of minors or people suffering 
from mental illness. 

Switzerland also speaks out against capital punish­
ment in other international organisations such as the 
UN Human Rights Council and the Organization for 
Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). In 2010 
the General Assembly of the United Nations adopted 
its third resolution calling for a worldwide morato­
rium on execution of the death penalty. Switzerland 
is a co-author of this resolution. Further resolutions 
seek to step up the pressure on countries that have 
not yet agreed to the moratorium. Establishing a 
moratorium is a first step towards abolishing the 
death penalty entirely and imposing prison sentences 
instead. 

If a country abolishes the death penalty or no longer 
carries out death sentences, there is still a risk that 
populist governments may be tempted to reintro­
duce capital punishment as a supposedly tried and 
tested remedy for crime. It is therefore necessary to 
highlight this risk in order to prevent it arising. Swit­
zerland also addresses this subject in its bilateral dis­
cussions on human rights policy. In states such as the 
USA that have not yet abolished capital punishment, 
Switzerland also regularly makes its views known, for 
example by supporting pleas for clemency or voicing 
its regret when a person is executed. In other situa­
tions Switzerland gives financial assistance to non-
governmental organisations working to abolish the 
death penalty in individual countries or worldwide. 

Guatemala: The death 

penalty violates the most 

fundamental human right: 

the right to life.
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“You need a lot  
of patience” 
Sascha Müller is a member of the Swiss Expert Pool for Civilian Peacebuilding in FDFA’s 
Human Security Division (HSD). A lawyer by profession, she spent four years in Sri Lanka 
as a human security advisor and now works in Hanoi, helping to facilitate consultations 
between Vietnam and Switzerland. 

Sascha Müller, what does your work in Hanoi en-
tail? 
Switzerland conducts consultations with Vietnam 
on human rights. These talks with government rep­
resentatives take place once a year. There are also 
various human rights projects where we collaborate 
with civil society organisations, as well as with gov­
ernment bodies. 

What form does this cooperation take on the 
ground? 
We have various contacts within government. For ex­
ample, we organise an exchange on prison manage­
ment and prison staff training with the Ministry of 
Public Security. As part of this project a Vietnamese 
delegation visits Swiss prisons to see our arrange­
ments for the detention of prisoners awaiting trial 
as well as open prisons. At the same time, the Swiss 
training centre for prison officers is working with its 
counterpart in Vietnam. This exchange is a long-term 
commitment and represents an important element 
of cooperation between Vietnam and Switzerland 
that complements the consultation process. 

What did your work in Sri Lanka involve? 
I was working in collaboration with other Swiss 
agencies such as the Swiss Agency for Development 
and Cooperation (SDC) and the Embassy as part of 
the “whole-of-government approach”. As an advi­
sor on human rights and peacebuilding, I advised 
the Federal Department of Foreign Affairs (FDFA) on 
Switzerland’s policy in Sri Lanka in relation to these 
issues and I also advised SDC on humanitarian aid. 
Back in 2008 and 2009, the main concern was inter­
nally displaced persons. Many people had fled their 
homes during the war, and after it ended in 2009 the 
government put 300,000 people into closed camps. 
Switzerland provided emergency aid and helped 
these people return to their home region and rebuild 
their houses. My job was to gather information and 
gain an overview of the problems. I was then able 
to advise the FDFA as to what action was necessary 
and beneficial with respect to human rights, and to 
recommend that the SDC demand certain minimum 
standards when working in these camps in order to 
avoid becoming complicit with the system – internal­
ly displaced persons were being unlawfully detained 
at that time.

Looking back, what impact would you say 
Switzerland’s work in Sri Lanka had? 
It’s difficult to say exactly what action had which 
particular effect. However, after five months the 
government began returning internally displaced 
persons from the closed camps back to their villages. 
Donors definitely played a role here. But you need 
a lot of patience, and it’s often one step forward, 
two steps back. However, things can definitely be 
achieved in individual instances. Switzerland can play 
its part in a coordinated response from major organi­
sations working there. 

Among other things, the HSD is also campaig-
ning to improve the rights of the internally dis-
placed. Do these people receive enough interna-
tional attention? 
The governments concerned tend to pay too little at­
tention to this problem and are not always willing 
to provide the necessary resources. The question is 
then whether it is the role of the international com­
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munity to take this on in emerging countries such as 
Sri Lanka. This is the dilemma of all aid-giving: on 
the one hand you want to help people in need, but 
on the other hand you don’t want to simply let the 
government off the hook when it comes to exercis­
ing its responsibilities. 

What sort of reputation does Switzerland have 
in the places where it provides assistance and 
among the international community generally? 
Switzerland enjoys a high degree of credibility be­
cause it’s a small country without any hidden agen­
das, and because it doesn’t have a colonial past. Any 
offers of help from ex-colonial powers can easily pro­
voke a knee-jerk reaction to “meddling” and “neo-
colonialism”. What’s important is that Switzerland 
finds its own particular niche where it can make a 
contribution – for example by providing expertise, 
coordinating aid, or supporting projects to strength­
en civil society. We’re trying to raise awareness of 
human rights – in Sri Lanka for instance with regard 
to the issues surrounding internally displaced people 
or dealing with the past. If we encounter an unlawful 
situation, we take it up locally with the government 
or bring it to the attention of the UN Human Rights 
Council. 

How do you see things developing around the 
world as a whole? Is any progress being made 
where respect for human rights is concerned? 
You need to draw a distinction between social and 
economic rights on the one hand, and civil and po­
litical rights on the other. Certainly there are always 
setbacks with the latter, but from a global point of 
view the situation is greatly improving – not least 
thanks to social media such as Twitter and Facebook. 
Monitoring by the world’s public has improved, and 
with it our ability to respond to humanitarian crises. 
No emergency in which millions of people starve to 
death or are killed in wars goes unnoticed or without 
a response of some kind. Now that the International 
Criminal Court has been set up, progress has also 
been made in ensuring perpetrators cannot escape 
with impunity. Of course, that doesn’t mean that 
serious violations no longer occur. The challenge 
in promoting respect for human rights is to raise 
awareness of the issues and get individuals to “take 

ownership”. This is often interpreted by regimes as 
meddling in a country’s internal affairs. However, if 
people are confronted directly with the principles of 
human rights, they usually speak out against torture 
and discrimination. The problem is that human rights 
work can be used for political ends by regimes and 
can be manipulated to serve a nationalist rhetoric. 
However, if the regime in a country changes, if there 
is sufficient political will, and if the government has 
the power to enforce legislation, then the human 
rights situation may rapidly improve. 

What local peacebuilding initiatives have proved 
particularly effective? 
It makes sense to support local actors that have the 
same goals – interested government agencies, politi­
cal parties, journalists and non-governmental organ­
isations. Although we can exert pressure and offer 
help, in the end the change must take place in these 
countries themselves. Promoting peace and human 
rights is however often very difficult to “sell” in the 
recipient countries because the whole subject is so 
diplomatically sensitive.

Have you ever been in situations where you your-
self were in danger? 
There were one or two moments during uprisings 
– for example at the time of the “People’s Move­
ment” in Nepal in 2006 which ultimately forced the 
king to relinquish power. I was acting as an observer 
among the demonstrators on the street and had no 
idea whether violence was going to break out. The 
biggest risk, however, is undoubtedly the traffic. I’ve 
been in situations there where I’ve thought my end 
was nigh. Disease is also a worry, dengue fever for 
example.

Will you accept any further assignments over-
seas? 
Certainly, I find field work very stimulating. You 
have a lot of responsibility, and for the most part 
you can direct and influence the work yourself. It’s 
also interesting to get to know new countries and 
different attitudes. And you get to experience his­
toric moments first hand – such as in Nepal in 2006 
when the king was deposed, or the end of the war 
in Sri Lanka. 

Sascha Müller 

Sascha Müller has been working abroad for more than 10 years, mostly in Asia. Fol­

lowing a degree in law, she “spontaneously” applied to the ICRC. She then went on to 

take a Masters in Development Cooperation in the UK. She worked for the UN in Nepal, 

initially as part of a development programme, then for the High Commission for Human 

Rights. After working for Swisspeace, Sascha Müller was again drawn to work abroad so 

she applied to the FDFA for a post in Sri Lanka. Since March 2012 she has been working 

as a human security advisor in Vietnam.



Armed conflict, crises, and disasters engulf people in 
humanitarian emergencies with which they are una­
ble to cope without outside assistance. Switzerland is 
campaigning for better protection of civilians during 
armed conflict, for a migration and refugee policy 
underpinned by respect for human dignity, and for 
effective combating of human trafficking.

Promoting human rights and respect for international 
humanitarian law are central objectives of Swiss for­
eign policy. The goal of its humanitarian policy is to 
protect the life, rights and dignity of human beings 
during and after armed conflicts and crises. As part of 
its strategy to protect civilian populations, Switzerland 
advocates their protection in international forums 
such as the UN as well as in research and implementa­

tion projects. Particular attention is paid to the most 
vulnerable sections of the population such as women, 
children, and internally displaced persons.

An effective and innovative migration foreign policy 
mitigates the negative aspects of migration while 
supporting the opportunities it offers. It encompass­
es bilateral and multilateral diplomatic initiatives to 
tackle the various aspects of migration. Swiss migra­
tion foreign policy respects international obligations 
and the humanitarian tradition of Switzerland, and it 
takes account of the legitimate interests of security 
and social cohesion. Switzerland cooperates closely 
with the states concerned, i.e., the countries of origin, 
transit, and destination at a bilateral and multilateral 
levels.

Humanitarian policy 
and migration
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Towards an internationally 
coordinated migration policy
 
Migration is a transnational phenomenon and one country alone cannot hope to solve the 
rising number of challenges it poses. But migration also offers opportunities. Switzerland is 
working to ensure that this issue is discussed at the international level. 

In the wake of globalisation we have witnessed a 
dramatic increase in international migration: peo­
ple are leaving their home countries in order to find 
work and a livelihood elsewhere. However, until a 
few years ago, the subject of migration was neglect­
ed in international politics. 

To stimulate international debate, in 2001 Switzer­
land launched the “Bern Initiative”. In its 2005 final 
report, a UN expert committee (Global Commission 
on International Migration, GCIM) chaired by Swit­
zerland and Sweden, stressed that the migration 
policies of individual countries must be coordinated. 

Switzerland aims to bring about a radical shift in the 
debate on international migration. Migration should 
not be regarded simply as a problem – especially not 
just the problem of the destination countries – but 
rather the associated opportunities it offers for both 
the countries of origin and destination should also 
be considered. For example, migrants contribute 
towards economic growth and social development 

in both the host and their home countries. Firstly, 
money transferred by migrants back to their families 
is playing an increasingly important economic role 
in the countries of origin. In Tajikistan, for example, 
these transfers are estimated to account for as much 
as 40% of its gross national product, while in the 
Philippines the figure is around 15%. According to 
the World Bank, remittances from migrants in de­
veloping countries amounted to over 300 billion US 
dollars in 2011, well above the amount of official de­
velopment aid provided by the industrialised nations. 
Secondly, migration contributes to knowledge trans­
fer, as workers acquire knowledge in the destination 
country that they can later use on their return home. 
In turn, host countries can fill gaps in their labour 
forces. 

There is however a risk of a ‘brain drain’: if well-qual­
ified people emigrate, the developing country loses 
vital expertise. In addition, there is little protection 
for migrants during and after the often very long 
and arduous journey they make to their destination. 

Construction workers from 

Bangladesh employed by a 

Korean building company 

in Tunisia.
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More and more migrants worldwide do not have any 
regular residence status. As a consequence, these ir­
regular migrants evade legitimate state controls on 
the one hand and often fall victim to exploitation on 
the other. Ways of encouraging emigrants to return 
to their home countries are also discussed, for ex­
ample providing start-up assistance to make it easier 
for them to reintegrate into the workforce on their 
return. 

At the 61st session of the UN General Assembly in 
2006, migration was debated for the first time at 
ministerial level on the initiative of former UN Sec­
retary-General Kofi Annan (UN High-Level Dialogue 
on Migration and Development). Thanks in part to 
Switzerland’s efforts, in 2011 the UN held an infor­
mal debate on migration and development. This is to 
be continued at ministerial level. 

The first UN dialogue culminated in the establish­
ment of the Global Forum on Migration and De­
velopment (GFMD) in 2007. States interested in this 
subject meet in the forum on an informal basis. The 
discussions draw on the expertise of international 
organisations and civil society actors. As a member 
of the GFMD Steering Group, Switzerland has been 
actively involved in shaping the discussions from the 
outset. In 2011 it chaired the forum and made a sig­
nificant contribution with its unconventional leader­
ship to constructive international dialogue on migra­
tion and development. 

Under the whole-of-government approach, all rel­
evant agencies of the Swiss federal administration 
participate in the dialogue on international migra­
tion and are represented by the Special Ambassador 
for International Cooperation in Migration. The FDFA 
co-ordinates Switzerland’s contribution and also de­
cides on priority areas for discussion, in particular ar­
eas relating to the protection of migrants and their 
rights. Switzerland is also increasingly putting the 
subject of climate change and its impact on global 
migration on the international agenda – an issue set 
to become even more urgent in future.

For many Tajik fathers, a job 

means saying good-bye. 

With the money they earn 

abroad they can support 

their families.

In search of a future: men 

from Mali on their way 

through the desert in Alge-

ria to Europe. 

This woman from Nicara-

gua is one of many seeking 

work in neighbouring Costa 

Rica.
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Migration partnerships: 
win-win opportunities
Switzerland uses migration partnerships as a mechanism to discuss the problems and 
opportunities of migration with the governments in migrants’ home countries. Joint 
action is then taken, with benefits for both parties. 

It is estimated that upwards of 200 million peo­
ple are currently living in a country that is not their 
home. The fall of the Iron Curtain and the subse­
quent armed conflicts in the Balkans and in Africa 
have contributed to an increase in migratory flows. 
Migrants are usually in search of better job prospects 
and consequently a better life.

Migration has consequences for both the country 
of origin and the destination country. In the coun­
try of origin, migration can lead to skills shortages, 
while the destination countries are able to fill gaps 
in their labour force. On the other hand, the home 
countries can benefit from the money transferred by 
migrants to their relatives in the country, and from 
the knowledge transfer of those who return. Migra­
tion can cause citizens in the host countries to feel 
threatened, however. If migrants enter a country il­
legally, they are not protected by labour laws and run 
the risk of being exploited or becoming the victims of 
human trafficking. 

Switzerland considers it useful for representatives of 
the countries of origin and the destination countries 
to discuss the opportunities and the challenges of 
migration. It has therefore developed the innova­
tive approach of establishing migration partnerships 
which put the emphasis squarely on cooperation and 
launching joint initiatives. Representatives of Switzer­
land and a country of origin meet for discussions at 

least once a year. The dialogue essentially revolves 
around the following issues: What can be done to 
encourage the voluntary return and reintegration of 
migrants in their home country? How can the migra­
tion authorities in the country of origin be strength­
ened? What can be done to prevent irregular migra­
tion? How can migrants be better integrated in the 
host country and how can they be protected from 
human trafficking? What can both countries do to 
promote economic development in the country of 
origin in order to lessen migratory pressures? And fi­
nally: how can the destination country help migrants 
acquire the knowledge and skills that they can use 
when they return home?

This two-way exchange fosters mutual understand­
ing and opens up new avenues for constructive solu­
tions. Joint projects provide better information in the 
country of origin on the opportunities and risks of 
migrating. In addition, reintegration measures for re­
turning migrants are encouraged in the form of help 
with finding jobs or start-up assistance for setting up 
in business. The host country can contribute to the 
education and training of migrants, and procedures 
for transferring money can be simplified. 

Switzerland seeks to establish migration partnerships 
with those countries from which it receives large 
numbers of migrants and with those to whose devel­
opment it wishes to contribute, for example Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, Serbia, Kosovo and Nigeria. It has 
also entered into discussions with Tunisia.

Along with the Human Security Division (HSD), the 
Federal Office for Migration is also involved in these 
partnerships. The primary focus for the HSD is the 
protection of migrants. 

Nigerian police officers 

attending a training course 

at the St Gallen City Police. 

This training programme is 

part of the migration part-

nership between Nigeria 

and Switzerland.



Measures to combat 
human trafficking
Hundreds of thousands of men, women and children who leave their country of origin 
owing to a lack of prospects end up in the hands of human traffickers. Switzerland is 
committed to taking effective action to combat human trafficking. Together with rep-
resentatives of the countries of origin and Swiss experts, the FDFA, as the interface 
between foreign and domestic policy, is engaged in seeking solutions to this problem. 

Each year, millions of people leave their homeland in 
order to find work and a livelihood elsewhere. They 
are fleeing poverty, discrimination or violence. The 
pressure to migrate is particularly acute for single 
mothers or women living alone in poverty. Often 
they are recruited by human traffickers in their coun­
try of origin and leave home under the illusion that 
they will be able to make a reasonable living in an­
other country. However, by doing so, they frequently 
end up in the clutches of criminal organisations who 
keep them under control by means of violence and 
threats. Globally, it is estimated that somewhere be­
tween 700,000 and 2.5 million people, 80% of them 
women, become victims of human trafficking each 
year. Few manage to escape by their own efforts; 
victims must rely on outside help. 

In Switzerland, various government agencies and 
institutions are tackling human trafficking and its 
negative repercussions: the police, the courts, the 
migration authorities and victim support organisa­
tions. The FDFA uses its international relationships 
to foster the exchange of expert knowledge. For in­
stance, it organises round-table conferences which 
bring together experts from Switzerland and from 
the victims’ countries of origin. Discussions centre 
on improving cooperation between states, the guar­
anteed prosecution of crimes, and better protection 

of victims. These discussions also help the Swiss au­
thorities take suitable measures to protect the rights 
of victims. 

In 2011, as part of the Swiss migration partnership 
with Nigeria, a round-table conference was held 
between representatives of Switzerland, Nigeria 
and the Netherlands. The discussions focused on 
the trends in human trafficking of Nigerian nation­
als in Europe and Switzerland, and on the extent to 
which Switzerland serves as a transit country for hu­
man trafficking from Nigeria. In 2010, discussions 
were held with Romania and Austria on the subject 
of child beggars and child trafficking. Romania is 
the source not only of many victims who are sexu­
ally exploited in Switzerland, but also of organised 
groups of beggars – many of them children who are 
forced to beg and steal and are often the victims of 
child trafficking. As experience from other countries 
shows, it is important that children who are picked 
up should be properly cared for locally so that they 
can later travel back to their country of origin safely 
and under professional supervision. 

Switzerland is also campaigning for the further de­
velopment of international standards and policies 
to combat human trafficking. Action is needed for 
instance to improve the protection of domestic 
workers – usually women – from exploitation. Some 
progress has been achieved in this area with the 
adoption of a new International Labour Organization 
convention in 2011. 

In order to apprehend human traffickers, an effective 
witness protection scheme is required: any women 
who are prepared to testify against their enslavers 
in court must be granted police protection, financial 
assistance and psychological counselling. The 2005 
Council of Europe Convention on Action against 
Trafficking in Human Beings was the first to focus 
on the protection of victims. Switzerland signed the 
Convention in 2008.

A young Cambodian 

woman who has found ref-

uge after being abducted 

to Bangkok.
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Internally displaced persons: 
refugees in their own country
Recent years have seen a steady rise in the number of people who have become refugees in 
their own country as a result of conflicts or natural disasters. Switzerland is campaigning for 
better protection of internally displaced persons (IDPs) and for strengthening their rights, 
both in the countries concerned and at the international level. 

In 2010, a total of 27 million people worldwide were 
forced to flee because of violent conflicts, while nat­
ural disasters drove a further 42 million to leave their 
homes. The number of internally displaced persons is 
therefore more than twice that of refugees. Besides 
having to leave their homes and all their possessions 
behind, they lack food, sanitary facilities, medical 
care, and adequate shelter. Unlike refugees, IDPs 
have not crossed any national borders and there­
fore cannot claim a special legal status or specific 
protection.

Although the UN’s Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement drawn up in 1998 provide a normative 
framework for countries dealing with internally dis­
placed persons, they are not legally binding. The UN 
Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees was 
consequently tasked with protecting IDPs. Above all, 
the states concerned should be required to protect 
internally displaced persons and grant them rights. 
Yet not all governments are willing to accept this re­
sponsibility. 

Therefore, protecting IDPs is one of Switzerland’s 
humanitarian policy priorities. It is calling for internal 
displacement to be placed on the political agenda of 
international organisations and treated as an urgent 
humanitarian problem. Governments of countries 
with internally displaced persons should be urged, 
guided, and, where necessary, given the financial 
and personnel resources to enable them to integrate 

the UN Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement 
within their own national policies and implement 
them. At the regional level, the Convention on the 
Protection and Assistance of Internally Displaced Per­
sons (Kampala Convention) adopted by the African 
Union in 2009 was the first agreement to set out 
rights and guarantees for IDPs for a whole continent 
and to make the responsibilities legally binding.

The UN’s special rapporteur for IDPs plays a key role 
in promoting and implementing these rules. Swit­
zerland supports this mandate with both financial 
and personnel assistance, especially in the context 
of projects of its partner organisation, the Brookings 
Institution. Switzerland also participates directly in 
projects to protect IDPs in various countries. In Nige­
ria, for instance, it is funding a project of a partner 
organisation, the Internal Displacement Monitoring 
Centre (IDMC), which supports ratification and im­
plementation of the Kampala Convention. In Co­
lombia, where Switzerland has been active for many 
years, it is investigating the role that internally dis­
placed persons play in peace processes. The findings 
and experience gained can then be incorporated in 
the framework of the new Colombian Victims’ Rights 
and Land Restitution Law.

Displacement following natural disasters has risen 
steadily over recent years. Switzerland has therefore 
made this issue one of its priorities. Among other 
things, it is funding a database which records all in­
stances and provides the basis for drafting guidelines 
to protect IDPs following natural disasters. 
 
Switzerland’s IDP expertise is set out in a number of 
handbooks that contain recommendations to gov­
ernments, judicial authorities, and non-governmen­
tal organisations on how to implement the guide­
lines to protect IDPs. 

This Afghan woman shares 

her story with many others 

who have found shelter in 

a camp for internally dis-

placed people in the north 

of Kabul.
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Armed non-state groups 
Armed non-state groups play a key role in most conflicts nowadays. To secure protec-
tion for affected civil populations, Switzerland works to ensure that such groups as well 
as governments observe international standards. It invites them to participate in peace 
processes, because it is only possible to find long-term political solutions if all parties are 
involved.

Although armed non-state groups (rebel move­
ments, militias, etc.) often pose a direct threat to 
civilian populations, they can also assume a pro­
tective role. In public debate they are frequently 
equated with terrorists and criminals with whom 
negotiations should never be held. However, this 
view forgets that isolating these groups weakens 
the moderate forces and empowers the hardlin­
ers. If Switzerland holds talks with armed groups, 
it does so with the intention of gaining a commit­
ment from them to demonstrate greater respect 
for international standards. This in no way means 
that Switzerland tolerates serious violations of in­
ternational law; quite the opposite: it emphatically 
condemns acts of violence such as terrorist attacks 
and has initiated a number of initiatives campaign­
ing for perpetrators of violence during conflicts to 
be brought to account.

Switzerland has earned a solid international reputa­
tion as a mediator between conflicting parties. It 
endeavours to involve all key parties in a dialogue 
in order to break the spiral of violence and create 
a long-term peace process. Successful mediation 
processes have shown that armed groups will only 
disband their military structures if assured that they 

can pursue their interests without resorting to vio­
lence. By supporting them through this process, 
Switzerland is helping to bring about peace.

Attention in international politics today is increas­
ingly being paid to armed non-state groups and 
their role. For example, the United Nations called on 
its members to define and apply specific measures 
to ensure that such groups observe international 
law. Since 2009, Switzerland has been working 
with the “Geneva Academy of International Hu­
manitarian Law and Human Rights” in developing 
new tools to instruct armed non-state groups on 
how to observe international standards. A docu­
ment was published in 2011 showing experts in 
humanitarian aid and mediation how to increase 
inclusion of armed non-state groups in order to en­
sure protection of civilians under threat (“Rules of 
Engagement: Promoting the Protection of Civilians 
Through Dialogue with Armed Non-State Actors1”). 

Switzerland is also working closely with “Geneva 
Call”, a non-governmental organisation based 
in Geneva. This agency is working to ensure that 
armed non-state groups observe international hu­
manitarian standards. So far, for example, more 
than 40 armed groups worldwide have pledged 
to stop using, producing, storing, and selling anti-
personnel mines. 

1	 www.adh-geneva.ch/policy-studies/ongoing/armed-non-state-
actors-and-protection-of-civilians

A group of rebel fighters in 

the Central African Repub-

lic in 2006. They, too, have 

to know that there are 

rules they must respect.
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Help must reach the needy 
in conflict zones
During armed conflicts it is vital for humanitarian workers to gain safe access to civilians 
in need. Switzerland is working to ensure that humanitarian organisations can reach 
vulnerable population groups quickly without hindrance and that international law is 
respected.

Today, it is mainly internal armed conflicts in which 
armies and armed non-state groups (rebel move­
ments, militias, etc.) oppose or fight each other. The 
fronts are blurred in most of these conflicts, and it is 
not always easy to distinguish between civilians and 
fighters. In addition, conflicts no longer take place 
on remote battle fields but often in densely popu­
lated areas. As a result, the civil population suffers 
the terrible consequences of these conflicts more 
than ever. It is becoming increasingly difficult for 
the international community to protect civilians. The 
conflicting parties often prevent or obstruct fast, un­
restricted access for aid and protection agencies and 
disregard the fundamental provisions of international 
humanitarian law. 

Humanitarian actors thus find themselves in a com­
plex environment involving a large number of con­
flicting parties and humanitarian actors. This also 
increases demands on logistics and coordination. 
The safety of aid workers themselves is not always 
guaranteed, since they operate in a dangerous envi­
ronment and are often threatened by the conflicting 
sides.

Switzerland took up this issue in 2008 and organised 
an international meeting of experts (Processus de 
Montreux) that aimed to identify the legal, political, 
and operational challenges of humanitarian access 
and to propose concrete solutions. Here it emerged 
that not all parties were fully aware of the legal ob­
ligations governing humanitarian access. Nor were 
there practical tools to enable aid workers to secure 
humanitarian access. Switzerland has examined 
these problems and launched the “Humanitarian ac­
cess in situations of armed conflict” initiative. It has 
drawn up two handbooks in cooperation with the 
ICRC and the United Nations Office for the Coordi­
nation of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). The first pro­
vides an overview of the current legal framework1. 
The second is a guide with potential solutions for 
gaining and maintaining fast unrestricted humanitar­
ian access as well as ensuring the safety of humani­
tarian workers2. 

1	 www.eda.admin.ch/etc/medialib/downloads/edazen/doc/publi/
phumig.Par.0006.File.tmp/FDFA_Humanitarian%20Access_
Handbook.pdf

2	 www.eda.admin.ch/etc/medialib/downloads/edazen/doc/publi/
phumig.Par.0005.File.tmp/FDFA_Humanitarian%20Access_
Field%20Manual.pdf

A UN convoy ensures 

access to a refugee camp 

in Chad.
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