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Change of heart in Bern?

The Federal Council welcomes the US government's peace efforts

in Ukraine. Is this the start of a U-turn in Swiss foreign policy?
by Michael Straumann*

US Vice President J.D.
Vance's speech at the Mu-
nich Security Conference
caused a stir. He sharply cri-
ticised politicians in EU
countries for’ no longer re-
specting the democratic
will of their own people and
restricting freedom of ex-
pression. Vance received
widespread support for this
in social media. By contrast, the politicians of
the old parties in Europe, especially in Germany,
were not impressed. Bavarian Prime Minister
Markus Soder responded to Vance's criticism
with a mocking grin.? Defence Minister Boris Pis-
torius described the vice-president’s remarks as
‘not acceptable”® CDU leader and chancellor
candidate Friedrich Merz found them ‘“offens-
ive”.# So European politicians across the board
reacted with outrage.

Not so the Swiss Federal Council: President
Karin Keller-Sutter praised the speech.® It had
been a “plea for direct democracy”, she ex-
plained in a newspaper interview. She shared the
values Vance addressed, “such as freedom and
the opportunity for the people to express their
opinions”. This, in turn, met with criticism in the
Swiss parliament. Cédric Wermuth, a Social
Democrat member of the National Council, re-
acted with a hysteria similar to the German old-
party politicians and described Keller-Sutter’s
praise® as “chumming up to neo-fascist politics”.

The new tone of Switzerland’s federal govern-
ment towards the new US administration is strik-
ing. In addition to the words of praise from the
Swiss president, the Federal Council welcomes
the Trump administration's current efforts to
come to the negotiating table with Russia and fi-
nally end the war in Ukraine. The Swiss Sonntags-
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zeitung headlined.” "Federal Council changes
course in foreign policy”.

Model student in total economic war

Eight months ago, the situation looked com-
pletely different. That summer, Switzerland hos-
ted the “peace conference” in the mountain re-
sort Burgenstock. Since Russia, as a warring
party, was not even invited,® this summit turned
out to be a farce from the outset. Rather, it was a
benefit event for the Zelensky government to en-
able the further delivery of weapons to Ukraine.’
In any case, it did not help peace. Soldiers on
both sides of the front continue to die to this day
- and will continue to do so.

In addition to its one-sided expressions of
solidarity with Kiev, the Swiss government has
distinguished itself in the last three years as the
class leader in implementing sanctions against
Russia. What many do not know: among the
countries that have imposed the most sanctions
against Russia, Switzerland, with 3,070 measures,
ranks third,’® ahead of the EU, which has only ad-
opted 2,234 measures. The USA and Canada are
ranked first and second with 6,433 and
3,185 measures respectively. In short, the Fed-
eral Council missed no opportunity in its efforts
to damage Switzerland'’s reputation as a neutral
state. It willingly went along with this — in the de-
ceptive assumption that it could bring a nuclear
power to its knees without risking a nuclear in-
ferno.

Renunciation of Brussels

Now, all of a sudden, it is welcomed that Russia
is being brought back to the negotiating table.
Negotiations are taking place in Saudi Arabia —
which should also give Switzerland food for
thought. Have we really reached the point where
Switzerland has to learn from Saudi Arabia what
neutrality means? No wonder Russia considers it
a hostile state.”” The Federal Council’'s positive
tone towards the US peace offensive in Ukraine
shows that it may have recognised the sign of
the times: a new sheriff is in town in Washing-
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ton.”? However, one swallow does not make a
summer. It remains to be seen how the Federal
Council will position itself in terms of foreign
policy in the near and medium term.

In my article “Make Switzerland neutral
again!”,”® | have already pointed out that Donald
Trump’s second term in office would be a good
window of opportunity for Switzerland to with-
draw from the Russia sanctions. This would be
the basic prerequisite for rehabilitating itself as
a neutral state — although it will take years to re-
build trust with Russia and other states with
which it has caused a lot of diplomatic trouble in
the past.

During the first four years of the Trump presid-
ency, Switzerland maintained constructive rela-
tions with the United States. As a result, the Fed-
eral Council will be dealing with a US govern-
ment that tends to be well disposed towards
Switzerland. At the same time, however, rela-
tions between Brussels and Washington are
already cooling off, as the Munich Security Con-
ference showed. To avoid being caught in the US
crossfire, Switzerland would once again be well
advised to emancipate itself from the European
Union, not to implement EU censorship laws
such as the Digital Services Act’* in its own
country and to put the planned framework
agreement with Brussels on hold.

Source: https://www.straumedia.ch/p/sinneswandel-in-
bundesbern, 18 February 2025
(Translation “Swiss Standpoint”)

(This article was also published as a column on the portal
of the “Freie Akademie fiir Medien & Journalismus”,
published by media scientist Prof. Michael Meyen and
journalist Antje Meyen. 18 February 2025)
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