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Must and can Switzerland defend itself alone?

by Ralph Bosshard*

It is in keeping with the
tradition of security policy
debate in Switzerland
that members of the Fed-
eral Parliament deal with
issues of national de-
fence almost exclusively
when decisions on arma-
ments programmes are
to be made. What is new,
however, is that heads of
departments outside this
field now feel they must also intervene in the de-
bate on weapons systems.” One would hope that
the focus would be on questions regarding the ac-
tual military threat, possible scenarios and
courses of action for the Swiss Confederation as
a whole.
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The latest Security Report by the Federal Intelli-
gence Service (FIS) states unequivocally that a
Russian attack on Europe is unlikely in the com-
ing years, thereby contradicting the prevailing
narratives in the press and other media. The re-
port is, however, of mediocre quality, so it is worth
giving some independent thought to Russia’s
capabilities to take military action against Europe
and against Switzerland, as well as to Switzer-
land itself. That would, in fact, be sufficient to es-
tablish a framework for Swiss national defence.

Superior resources beyond Russia’s reach

The EU and the European NATO allies constitute
a bloc which, compared to Russia, possesses
seven times the economic power, three times
the human resources and 1% times as many sol-
diers.? These figures speak for themselves: Rus-
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sia cannot attack such a bloc; rather, it must pre-
vent their potential from being deployed against
Russia.

Europe’s resources are essentially concen-
trated in three major conurbations and several
metropolitan areas surrounded by regions with
relatively weak economic structures.® Whoever
has a grip on them controls Europe’s power in
general and its military power in particular. What
an adversary gets up to in the sparsely populated
regions of northern Scotland, the interior of
France and Spain, or in the economically under-
developed regions of Eastern Europe is of limited
relevance. In Russia, on the other hand, it is the
densely populated conurbations around St
Petersburg, Moscow and the south-west that
matter, and then, far to the east, the cities along
the Volga. In between lies ... a lot of countryside.

Occupying Europe’s metropolitan areas and
the routes leading to them would neutralise
Europe’s military potential. But merely occupying
the metropolitan area in Eastern Europe closest
to Russia — roughly the Leipzig—Krakow-Bel-
grade triangle — would be roughly equivalent to
the campaign waged by the Red Army in the
spring of 1945. At that time, however, the Red
Army had a strength of 11 million men and was
fighting against a Germany that was engaged in
combat with the USA, the British Empire and
France in the west and south.®



The metropolitan areas in north-western
Europe and on the northern coast of the Mediter-
ranean are completely out of reach for Russian
power projection. This would require not only
land forces but also naval forces capable of
competing with those of NATO.

Generally speaking, the Russian fleet is only
capable of long-range power projection to a very
limited extent. It is not a high-seas fleet, nor a
so-called “Blue Water Navy”’, such as the US
Navy, the Royal Navy or the French Marine Na-
tionale. With their aircraft carriers and amphibi-
ous strike groups, these navies can fight their
way to virtually any coastline in the world and
gaining access to foreign countries.®

The Russian Navy is a long way from possess-
ing such capabilities, and there are no known in-
dications that it intends to develop them.

The situation is no different with the Russian
Air Force. The Russian Air Force is probably cap-
able of carrying out one or two raids per day or
per night far beyond the territory of Russia or an
ally, but certainly not a weeks-long air campaign
involving daily air strikes, such as that conduc-
ted by NATO in 1999 against the remnants of
Yugoslavia or Serbia.”

Russia is therefore neither in a position to oc-
cupy the metropolitan areas of Eastern Europe,
let alone the densely populated and economic-
ally highly developed northern coast of the Medi-
terranean or the industrial regions of north-west-
ern Europe and England. The Russians lack the
troops, ships, aircraft and bases to do so. Nor
does Russia possess the economic or financial
resources to build up armed forces capable of
doing so.

Missiles aimed at Bern?

Russia cannot conquer Western Europe and
Switzerland, but it can deliver strikes — using all
manner of stand-off weapons, be they ballistic
missiles, cruise missiles or, in future, perhaps
even drones carrying nuclear or conventional
warheads. However, a whole range of other
states around the world also possess such cap-
abilities, first and foremost the USA, as well as
the nuclear powers Israel, China, North Korea,
France and the United Kingdom.®

In general, defence against modern long-
range weapons is only possible to a very limited
extent — and this is precisely the basis of nuc-
lear deterrence. The missile wars over the past
two years between the US and Israel on the one

hand and Iran on the other have highlighted
these difficulties. The figures cited by Ukraine in
recent months regarding the number of Russian
“Kinzhal”, “Oreshnik”, “Iskander” and other
stand-off weapons fired are also likely to be
greatly exaggerated.®

But intercepting missiles is only half the
battle. To ensure that interceptor missiles can
be deployed in time, an adequate early warning
system must be in place. It has now become al-
most essential to establish a surveillance sys-
tem capable of detecting missile launches, as
the trajectories of ballistic missiles are becom-
ing increasingly difficult to track, and those of
cruise missiles even more so.

The simplest solution would be to shoot down
ballistic missiles or incoming warheads whilst
they are still outside the Earth’s atmosphere;
however, defence mechanisms have been de-
veloped to counter this too, and, on top of that,
there is the fear of the complete militarisation of
space. At least in this area, there still appears to
be consensus amongst the major powers.

Detecting missile launches requires the sur-
veillance of vast areas on land and at sea, where
launch vehicles, ships and submarines carry out
patrols. In the case of Russia, these regions spe-
cifically include the marginal seas of the Arctic
Ocean, the river and canal systems, and the
forests in the European part of the country and
in Siberia.®

Such a system can only consist of a network
of reconnaissance and communications satel-
lites. At present, only the US possesses such a
system, and even this is said to have weak-
nesses and gaps. Russia itself does not have
one, and neither, in all likelihood, does China. The
development and operation of such a system
are, of course, far beyond the capabilities of me-
dium-sized states such as Switzerland. A Swiss
Star Wars system is probably an illusion. And if
Europe wishes to lure Switzerland into an alli-
ance with the promise of a missile defence
shield, then it is pretending to have capabilities
that it does not actually possess.

What remains? Like 190 other countries around
the world, Switzerland will have to live with the
threat of an attack by long-range weapons. It
would be surprising if Switzerland, of all countries,
were to succeed in protecting itself against a cat-
egory of weapons to which all other countries in
the world are defenceless. Nor would it make
much sense for Switzerland to acquire long-range
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weapons for the purpose of retaliation, thereby
becoming a threat to an entire region.

Not small, not weak

The Swiss like to see their country as a small
state. This is only partly true, because from a
global perspective, Switzerland is a country with
a relatively small area (ranked 136th out of 250
territories), a medium-sized population (ranked
100th out of 194) and significant economic
power: In the latter respect, it ranks amongst the
top 10 per cent in the world."" Politically, it is one
of the most stable states on earth and is in the
neighbourhood of three countries from the G7
group. Only Belgium and Mongolia share a sim-
ilar neighbourhood. Switzerland is wealthy, relat-
ively small compared with its neighbours, and
exposed. This highlights its problem.

In terms of soft power — which considers
political values, governance, culture, education,
science and similar factors — Switzerland ranks
7th globally. It spends several hundred million
Swiss francs annually on its diplomatic network
abroad and 2 billion annually on development
cooperation.’ The image of the solitary Alpine
nation, which is often perpetuated, is inaccurate.
Incidentally, in terms of military power, Switzer-
land ranks 46th globally — a good ranking for a
country that is de facto not under military
threat.™

Good statesmanship would be expressed
through a balanced ratio of soft power to hard
power, rather than through scaremongering
about the “bad guy” from the taiga.

Build-up is essential

A militia army such as the Swiss Army, in which
up to 10 per cent of the population served during
the Cold War, gains a certain degree of political
clout by virtue of its size, because the soldiers’
family members, relatives and friends carry
political weight simply by their sheer number.

In a militia or conscription system, it is the
electorate that quickly determines where and for
what purpose the army is deployed. This distin-
guishes the militia from professional armies,
which currently account for between 2 and 5%
of the population in European countries. A pro-
fessional army quickly becomes the proverbial
suitcase without a handle: too heavy to carry in
the long run, too valuable to discard. The half-
hearted attempts to reintroduce conscription in
several European countries clearly show that

o
[ ]
IIIIIII #5500 ff Kara-S00
"Flug ums Eck",

7'000 km

2'500 km

e

Europe’s conurbations today and in the foreseeable future /

Population figures for the countries involved, population

figures for the regions concerned and the countries’
gross domestic product. (Source: Author)

Europe does not want conscript armies, which
are unsuitable for the exercise of global power,
but rather professional armies, which are unsuit-
able for national defence.

Maintaining a combat-ready army on a per-
manent basis is possible only at an excessively
high cost, for reasons relating to personnel, fin-
ances and infrastructure. There are good reas-
ons to believe that training, from the completion
of basic training to combat readiness, takes the
same amount of time as, or up to twice as long
as, basic training itself.*

Keeping 10 per cent of the population in milit-
ary service for months on end would ruin the
Swiss economy and, likely, that of every other
European country. Combat readiness is also
costly in material terms: experience from other
countries shows that the demand for supplies
during high-intensity combat operations can in-
crease by a factor of 30 compared with peace-
time operations.™

It would likely be a challenge for Switzerland
simply to store such large quantities of ammuni-
tion properly. It is probable that ammunition de-
pots would first have to be built. It is also reason-
able to assume that mission-specific training
prior to a defence operation would consume ten
times as much ammunition as basic training. It
remains to be clarified whether the Swiss Army
possesses the number of firing ranges that
would be required to carry out mission-specific
training with the entire army.

Consequence: There will be no getting round
the much-maligned “build-up” - a term that
centre-right politicians have never been fond of.

Self-defence is feasible

Given that Europe’'s NATO allies have 2 million
soldiers and Russia has 1% million, the 600,000
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soldiers that Switzerland could mobilise, if ne-
cessary, would be a very significant deterrent.™

As part of the two most economically de-
veloped regions in Europe, Switzerland also has
good prospects of obtaining, even in times of
war, all the supplies it needs for its defence from
or via neighbouring countries. Once a war is un-
derway in Central Europe, Switzerland’s neigh-
bours would certainly have every interest in en-
suring that it is able to defend itself. All that is
needed now is a forward-looking defence policy
which ensures that the Swiss Army receives
what it needs and has in stock what it is unlikely
to be able to obtain in the event of a crisis in
Europe.

These are the considerations that need to be
made at the level of the federal government, and
they would be more helpful than the whingeing
about “capability gaps” and the grandstanding
about drones, tanks and “cooperation partners”.

The scepticism regarding the concept of
“force build-up” — which is only justified at first
glance - can be quickly dispelled. Anyone who
sets out to determine defence force require-
ments based on credible scenarios will arrive at
figures that a militia army could certainly mobil-
ise.

This would allow the objective of force build-
up to be defined, which would lend the concept
itself a little more credibility. But does that mean
that the units should be established, equipped
and trained today? No, because that would incur
operating costs for decades, which politicians
are certainly not prepared to pay. But the condi-
tions should be put in place so that the neces-
sary number of units can be established within a
few years.

The timeframe for re-establishment would be
foreseeable, as would the trigger criteria for the
build-up. What a pity that there is no mention of
this in the annual reports of Switzerland’s intelli-
gence services! Neither conservative die-hards
nor pacifist dreamers are of any help when it
comes to preparing for the build-up.

Ivan in the Federal Palace?

There is currently no acute threat to Switzerland,
nor will there be for years to come — not even
from Russia. Today, Switzerland can act from a
comfortable position of security. What is
needed today, rather than an alarmist assess-
ment, is a realistic assessment of the situation
based on genuine facts, rather than on fear of a

Russian invasion, for which Russia simply lacks
the capacity.

This realism must be combined with an ac-
ceptance of technological vulnerability, for there
is no foolproof protection against modern long-
range weapons.

Switzerland should learn to live with this risk,
rather than pouring resources into prohibitively
expensive defence systems whose effective-
ness is dubious anyway.

Overall, the question arises as to whether it is
NATO’s protection that affords Switzerland its
comfortable position in Europe — as zealous
trans Atlanticists like to claim — or rather Russia’s
limited military capabilities.

Discussing the right issues!

In the run-up to the referendum on the initiative
to “safeguard Swiss neutrality” — and afterwards
too — the key will be to discuss the right issues
at the right “level”.

The current debate centres on cooperation
with NATO and, where applicable, with the EU,
which, through Article 42 of the Treaty of Lisbon,
has enshrined a far stronger obligation to
provide mutual assistance than the much-cited
Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty.'” The
former, in particular, calls for a move away from
blind alliance euphoria: Co-operation with neigh-
bours makes sense in an emergency, but must
remain strictly limited even in the preparatory
phase so that Switzerland is not exploited for
projects that do not serve its security.

One aspect of co-operation today is arma-
ments, in which economic considerations some-
times take precedence over military ones. A for-
ward-looking armaments policy should focus
less on the technical and tactical characteristics
of weapon systems — even if these are the fa-
vourite topic of aircraft and tank enthusiasts —
and more on issues of availability, training and
maintenance under wartime conditions: better
to have the second-best equipment in use than
the best in the workshop.

Even if the “free riding” imperialists in Switzer-
land’s neighbourhood want nothing to do with
conscription, Switzerland should continue to
capitalise on the advantages of its militia army
and retain its militia system, as this enables it to
mobilise enormous manpower in an emergency,
even if only for a short period.

However, it makes no economic sense to keep
a huge army permanently ready for war. The cor-
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rect conclusion is simply to create the struc-
tures and conditions today so that, in the event
of a crisis, the army can be rapidly brought up to
the required strength within a few years.

Ultimately, the Federal Government should
also bear in mind that security is not achieved
through weapons alone. Switzerland must make
targeted use of its enormous economic
strength, its diplomatic clout, its stability and its
soft power as strategic security instruments.
The allocation of resources to soft and hard
power is the issue the Federal Government
should be discussing, rather than individual
weapons systems.

Source: https://dieschweiz-online.ch/muss-und-kann-sich-
die-schweiz-allein-verteidigen, 31 July 2026

(This text is the written version of the presentation given by
Ralph Bosshard on 25 July during the “2026 Summer
Conference” organised by “Swiss Standpoint” on the topic
“What kind of neutrality for Switzerland?”.)

(Translation “Swiss Standpoint”)
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