
(CH-S) A popular initiative 
aims to significantly reduce 
the compulsory contribu-
tions to the “Swiss Broad-
casting Corporation” (SBC). 
Every Swiss household must 
pay these fees, regardless of 
whether they use its services 
or not. The SBC is known for 
its political bias. Could a sig-
nificant reduction in contri-

butions motivate those responsible to strike a bet-
ter balance in political and cultural issues? 
In the following article, Michael Straumann exam-
ines the arguments put forward by the SBC 
phalanx.

* * *

In three weeks, Swiss citizens will vote on the 
“Halving Initiative,” which calls for a radical cut in 
broadcasting fees: instead of 335 francs, house-
holds would only have to pay 200 francs per year 
in the future – companies would be completely 
exempt from the fee.

Formally, the Swiss Broadcasting Corporation
(SBC) is a private association. In practice, how-
ever, it operates like public broadcasting in Ger-
many. Financing is mandatory: every household 
pays, regardless of whether it uses the service or 
not. The fees are collected by the company 
Serafe. Internationally, Switzerland is considered 
a leader in terms of the amount of device-inde-
pendent broadcasting fees.1

For years, discontent with the SBC has been 
growing. It is sparked by two issues: the amount 
of the fees and the internal functioning of the in-
stitution. Despite repeated promises to cut 
costs, expenses continue to grow. Since 2007, 
the number of employees has risen from around 
6,000 to over 7,100.2 In 2024 alone, operating 

costs increased by 39 million Swiss francs.3 SBC 
Director General Susanne Wille has promised 
savings of 270 million Swiss francs by 2029.4

However, there is much to suggest that this is 
primarily a political manoeuvre to take the wind 
out of the sails of the Halving Initiative. After all, 
promises of reform have been part of the SBC’s 
repertoire for years. Armin Walpen, Roger de 
Weck, and Gilles Marchand had already an-
nounced cost-cutting measures and structural 
reforms.5 These announcements have remained 
just that—personnel costs continue to rise.

At the same time, criticism of the content of 
the broadcasting programme is mounting. For 
years, the SBC has been accused of political bias. 
Critics complain that uncomfortable topics are 
ignored and dissenting opinions are not object-
ively classified, but systematically discredited.

“Sovietisation” of reporting
There is no shortage of examples. For example, 
SBC remained silent for weeks about the EU 
sanctions against Swiss citizens Jacques Baud 
and Nathalie Yamb.6 After the shooting of US 
political activist Charlie Kirk, he was defamed as 
a “right-wing extremist influencer”; at the same 
time, SBC blamed Donald Trump for the social cli-
mate in the US that contributed to the murder.

The broadcaster also reported on the “Twitter 
Files” only after a considerable delay. Although 
contacts between the US authorities and Twitter
were mentioned, possible political influence was 
largely ignored. In 2024, the Independent Com-
plaints Authority (UBI) also reprimanded SBC for 
remaining silent about the publication of the Ger-
man RKI protocols.7 “Swissinfo”, an SBC channel, 
suggested in an article that a majority of citizens 
were in favour of Switzerland moving closer to 
NATO8 – even though polls suggest the opposite.9

Like Germany, public service journalists in 
Switzerland have a soft spot for Green politi-
cians. An analysis by Weltwoche10 shows that 
representatives of the Green Party are invited to 
the SBC domestic policy discussion forum 
“Arena”, more often than representatives of other 
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parties. The SBC also unmistakably follows the 
zeitgeist when it comes to socio-political issues. 
For example, SBC stated that the audience 
wanted more gender-neutral language11 – even 
though surveys do not support this assump-
tion.12 A similar pattern can be seen when it 
comes to climate issues: in an episode of the sci-
ence program “Einstein”, “climate scepticism” 
was classified as a psychological deficit.13

The list could go on and on. For critics of the 
SBC, these are not isolated cases. Opinions bey-
ond the red-green Overton window** are system-
atically ignored or devalued. The fact that this 
perception does not only come from outside is 
shown by a statement by Stefan Klapproth, the 
former presenter of the SBC programme “10 vor 
10”. In an interview with the “Neue Zürcher Zei-
tung”, he spoke of a “kind of Sovietisation”14 that 
had taken hold at the SBC.

Independent reporting – 
only through compulsory fees?

This development provided fertile ground for the 
Halving Initiative. Officially, the popular initiative 
is entitled “Two hundred francs is enough!”15 It 
was launched in 2022, and the required signa-
tures were submitted in 2023. The initiative is 
supported by right-wing conservative circles.

Opponents of the initiative believe that quality 
journalism cannot survive without fees. This ar-
gument falls short. Quality journalism existed in 
Switzerland long before the SBC. Even today, 
there is serious reporting in media companies 
that do not rely on mandatory fees. Economic in-
centives are at work there: those who disappoint 
their audience lose it. At the SBC, on the other 
hand, this pressure has been low so far. License 
fees were paid regardless of the acceptance or 
quality of the reporting. Other media companies 
face closure sooner or later if their customers 
are dissatisfied – but this corrective mechanism 
is largely absent in publicly funded broadcast-
ing. This does not mean that privately funded 
media necessarily deliver better journalism, as a 
glance at today’s mainstream media landscape 

shows. However, the incentive structure does 
work in this direction. This is precisely why a 
clear separation between state and media is es-
sential.

SBC as a purveyor of fake news?
Another argument put forward by opponents of 
the initiative is that the SBC is the last bastion 
against fake news. However, this claim does not 
stand up to closer scrutiny. As the examples 
mentioned at the beginning show, the SBC has 
also been repeatedly convicted of spreading 
false information or at least one-sided reporting. 
It is therefore intellectually dishonest to blame 
the “evil” social media platforms alone for fake 
news. Fake news and propaganda are not 
unique to digital platforms.

It also raises the question of whether oppon-
ents would be directing such harsh criticism at 
social media if Elon Musk had not taken over 
Twitter and expanded the Overton window to X.
Would they be just as critical if the censorship 
regime that was in place during the coronavirus 
state of emergency had remained unchanged?

Furthermore, this view is evidence of “genuine 
paternalism,”16 as Giuseppe Gracia, editor of Sch-
weizer Monat, rightly points out in his column 
“Advocatus Diaboli.” Opponents of the Halving 
Initiative accuse citizens of lacking maturity: 
they do not trust them to find their way through 
the jungle of information on the internet on their 
own. Instead, they argue, there is a need for a 
state-accredited broadcaster that pre-sorts and 
classifies information and determines what is to 
be considered correct. It hardly needs to be men-
tioned that SBC’s programming is being used by 
fewer and fewer young people. The average age 
of the audience is 6317 – it is not without reason 
that SBC is sometimes referred to as a “senior 
citizens’ broadcaster.”

Ultimately, the SBC and its apologists are not 
concerned with defending independent and bal-
anced journalism. Rather, they are concerned 
with preserving their interpretive authority – and 
with obtaining the financial resources necessary 
to defend that interpretive authority.

No “public service” without fees?
The third central argument against the Halving 
Initiative is that broadcasting – referred to in 
Switzerland as “public service” – can no longer 
be financed with a halving of fees. The SBC 
warns of drastic cuts:18 up to CHF 290 million 

** “Overton-Window” is a model that describes the 
framework of ideas and political measures that are 
considered acceptable in public opinion at a given 
point in time. It defines the “limits of what can be 
said” and shifts over time, allowing formerly radical 
demands to become socially acceptable, or vice 
versa. (Ed.)
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would have to be saved and around 900 jobs 
cut. Susanne Wille, Director General of the SBC, 
even speaks of an existential attack: “The initiat-
ive wants to destroy the SBC.”19

To justify this, the SBC refers to its legal man-
date to provide a comprehensive range of in-
formation, culture, entertainment, and sports. 
“To claim that you can achieve the same with 
half the money is dishonest,” says Wille. Albert 
Rösti, head of the Federal Department of the En-
vironment, Transport, Energy and Communica-
tions, also tried to counteract this in the run-up 
to the referendum campaign.20 He announced 
that the fees would be gradually reduced to 
300 francs by 2029 and that smaller companies 
would be exempted. But this does not answer 
the fundamental question: Why should citizens 
pay for a service they do not use themselves? 
And why does this require state coercion? Espe-
cially since other countries manage with a frac-
tion of the Swiss broadcasting fees – without 
their broadcasting programmes being visibly 
worse. Against this backdrop, talk of the doom 
of “public service” seems clearly exaggerated.

Opponents have momentum on their side
In October, poll numbers were still in favour of 
the Halving Initiative.21 According to a survey by 
the polling institute LeeWas, 53 percent of 
voters would have approved the initiative at that 
time, while 44 percent would have rejected it.

In the meantime, the tide has turned. The first 
voting poll by GFS Bern shows:22 52 percent are 
clearly or somewhat opposed to the initiative. 
46 percent are in favour of reducing the annual 
Serafe fee to 200 francs per household. Two per-
cent are still undecided.

The opponents’ campaign seems to be in-
creasingly falling on fertile ground. It remains to 
be seen how the voting trend will develop over 
the next five weeks. It could be close. For the 
initiators of the Halving Initiative, this means 
they need to increase their efforts. If they fail in 
intensifying their campaign and gaining mo-
mentum, they face another defeat – as was the 
case with the No Billag initiative eight years 
ago.
Source: https://www.straumedia.ch/p/der-fallige-
kahlschlag, 5 February 2026. 
This article first appeared as a column on the website of 
the “Freie Akademie für Medien & Journalismus” (Free 
Academy for Media & Journalism), edited by media 
scientist Prof. Michael Meyen and journalist Antje Meyen.
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