
(CH-S) In recent weeks, pressure on Switzerland 
to join the European NATO alliance has increased 
enormously. Germany and France, as our coun-
try’s direct neighbours, as well as the United King-
dom, as a former world power, and the EU leader-
ship want to urgently shift Europe towards a war 
economy and a state of readiness for war. Billions 
are being made available for this purpose. For 
them, war against Russia seems inevitable.

Italy and other European countries are distan-
cing themselves from this assessment. They see 
no direct threat from Russia and are calling for a 
peace- and future-oriented security architecture 
to prevent the war in Ukraine from spreading to 
Western European countries.

Over the past three decades, our federal govern-
ment, the Federal Department of Defence, Civil 
Protection and Sport (DDPS), the army leadership 
and parts of parliament have pushed ahead with 
Switzerland’s integration into NATO. Today, it is 
urgent to halt and reverse this misguided devel-
opment. This requires an open, objective and hon-
est debate in our country.

The federal popular initiative “Safeguarding 
Swiss neutrality” (neutrality initiative) came into 
being in April 2024. It will be debated in parlia-
ment this summer and autumn and is expected to 
be put to a vote by the people and the cantons in 
spring 2026.

Pascal Lottaz is a Swiss associate professor at 
Kyoto University in Japan and a renowned expert 

on neutrality issues. He heads the research net-
work “neutralitystudies.com” and conducts re-
search on neutrality in international relations.

On 1 February 2025, Pascal Lottaz held a sem-
inar on Swiss neutrality at the “Association Sch-
weizer Standpunkt” in Frauenfeld, Thurgau. Sub-
sequently, he kindly provided us with the following 
article, which was originally written in English. He 
analyses the options of “security through neutral-
ity” and “security through collective defence”.

* * *

In the rapidly evolving global multipolarity, new 
security issues are arising for Switzerland. How-
ever, the most important of these has little to do 
with external factors, but rather with our concep-
tion of Switzerland as a permanently neutral 
state. While only a very few in the country ques-
tion the concept of neutrality itself, it is becoming 
increasingly clear that beneath the surface there 
is political and ideological disagreement about 
its fundamental meaning. This has far-reaching 
implications for the structure of national de-
fence. The crucial military question is: “Now tell 
me, how do you feel about cooperation?”

The following section first outlines the two se-
curity strategies of “security through neutrality” 
and “security through collective defence” and 

2 May 2025

Switzerland under pressure
Swiss neutrality – fundamentals and current developments

by Pascal Lottaz,* Japan

* Dr Pascal Lottaz is an associate professor at Kyoto 
University, where he studies neutrality in 
international relations and heads the research 
network neutralitystudies.com. He is a Swiss citizen 
and has been living in Japan for 10 years. His recent 
books include ‘Sweden, Japan, and the Long Second 
World War’ (Routledge, 2022), ‘Neutral Beyond the 
Cold: Neutral States and the Post-Cold War 
International System’ (Lexington Books, 2022), and 
‘Notions of Neutralities’ (Lexington Books, 2019). He 
also wrote the articles on ‘Neutrality Studies’ for the 
Oxford Encyclopedia and ‘The Politics and 
Diplomacy of Neutrality’ for the Oxford Bibliography. 
You can follow him on YouTube: https://www.
youtube.com/@neutralitystudies

Pascal Lottaz gives a lecture on Swiss neutrality 
in the seminar room in Frauenfeld. (Picture mt)

http://neutralitystudies.com
https://www.youtube.com/@neutralitystudies
https://www.youtube.com/@neutralitystudies


2/6

then analyses the existing political preferences in 
the Swiss political system in order to derive in-
sights for short- and medium-term strategic plan-
ning.

Two security models on the table

Switzerland’s security discourse is going through 
one of its most serious revisions of the past 
200 years. The new multipolar security environ-
ment and a brewing change of hearts domestic-
ally are eroding traditional reference frames. This 
is expressed most visibly in a new debate about 
the country’s neutrality – the traditional north 
star of Swiss security thinking. While neutrality is 
not the only security factor, it is a fundamental 
one in terms of strategy and long-term planning. 
The basic issue is this: 

Will Switzerland continue to seek security 
through armed neutrality or is it going to follow 
the Swedish and Finnish models, seeking secur-
ity through collective defense within NATO and 
EU structures? 

These are two very different security models, 
and despite announcements to the contrary by 
the head of Switzerland’s Defense Department, 
Federal Councilor Viola Amherd,1 it is quite clear 
that both options are on the table. 

However, due to Switzerland's direct demo-
cratic system, the question of which course 
Switzerland will follow cannot be settled by a 
few politicians or their parties alone. This can 
only be done through the country's entire polit-
ical process – and to this end, the popular initiat-
ive “Preserving Swiss neutrality” was submitted 
to the federal government in Bern in April 2024. 
At present, Switzerland’s concrete military se-
curity strategy hangs awkwardly in the air as it is 
itself subject to different political visions.

Incompatible strategies
Security through armed neutrality
The basic problem is that security through col-
lective defense and security through armed 
neutrality rests on two different and (in prin-
ciple) incompatible strategies. Security through 
armed neutrality is based on a mix of “small 
stick” and “small carrot” approaches. On the one 
hand, armed neutrals use their limited military 

abilities to threaten potential invaders with a cer-
tain level of pain, signaling that an attacker 
would have to pay a considerable price in blood 
and treasure to overcome the neutral’s defenses 
(the small stick). 

On the other hand, neutrals offer extensive 
collaboration, meaning that even potentially hos-
tile parties can obtain benefits through trade and 
cooperation to a limited degree (the small car-
rot). However, stationing troops or using the 
neutral’s infrastructure for military purposes re-
mains off-limits. 

Militarily neutral states maintain their own de-
terrents while at the same time being useful to 
all powers in the international world to incentiv-
ize them to seek the neutral’s benefits by peace-
ful means and not militarily.

Those were the strategies of most armed 
neutrals during the Second World War, of which 
some were successful (Portugal, Spain, Ireland 
Sweden, Switzerland, and Turkey) while others 
failed to deter the Axis (Belgium, Luxemburg, 
Netherlands, Denmark, Norway, etc.), or the Al-
lies (Iceland, Iran), or both.2

The great weakness of a neutral security ap-
proach is that if the small carrot is not big 
enough and the “small stick” looks too weak, an 
adversary will choose to pay the price in blood to 
get everything it wants by military means. In the 
worst case, a neutral can become itself the 
primary object of bellicose desire, as was the 
case of the neutral Melians who were purged by 
ancient Athens in the Peloponnesian Wars,3 or 
for the neutral Kingdom of Hawaii, which the 
United States overthrew and annexed in the 
1890s.4

For the neutral security approach to work, 
armed neutrals need a viable incentive structure 
toward other powers, and they must keep an in-
dependent deterrence potential, albeit one be-
low the threshold of posing an offensive security 
threat. They must avoid the security dilemma in 
which their military readiness could be seen as a 
potentially offensive threat by adversaries and 
trigger the logic of preemptive military strikes to 
disarm them. 

“The basic problem is that security through col-
lective defense and security through armed 
neutrality rests on two different and (in principle) 
incompatible strategies.”

“For the neutral security approach to work, 
armed neutrals need a viable incentive structure 
toward other powers, and they must keep an in-
dependent deterrence potential, albeit one be-
low the threshold of posing an offensive secur-
ity threat.”
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The latter was one of the main reasons why 
Sweden gave up its nuclear program in the Cold 
War. Stockholm understood that acquiring nuc-
lear weapons might actually increase the 
chances of a Soviet preemptive attack rather 
than protect its independence.5

Security through collective defense
Security through collective defense, in contrast, 
rests on the “big stick” logic, realized through 
strength in numbers. The three-musketeer prin-
ciple “one for all, all for one” means that inside 
an alliance, states seek to increase deterrence 
to a maximum to scare off potential invaders 
through their combined might. This also implies 
the sharing of military abilities, including 
weapons systems that extend all the way to nuc-
lear arms. An essential part of modern alliances 
is the «nuclear umbrella» which the United 
States explicitly extends to South Korea, Japan, 
and its European NATO partners. 

The collective defense approach, especially 
through large and operationally integrated alli-
ances like NATO, aims at projecting so much 
power that no adversary would even think of 
picking a fight with it.

The benefits of alliances are straightforward, 
as they increase a state’s deterrence capacity 
many-fold. However, they also imply the risk of 
“entrapment”, meaning that a state might be 
forced to go to war against its will to help an-
other alliance member – even if that ally might 
have acted unwisely. Alliances can also be used 
by powerful members to patrol the behavior of 
smaller members. 

The Warsaw Pact, for instance, twice invaded 
its own members (Hungary and Czechoslov-
akia) to restore the local political forces that the 
Soviet Union favored. In the worst case, oppos-
ing but interlocking alliances might even lead to 
massive wars out of relatively small trigger 
events that kick off chain reactions, drawing one 
state after another into the fight. The First World 
War is the standard example of how large num-
bers of states can “sleepwalk” into a war of alli-
ances.6

Cooperating neutrality isn’t an option
In principle, the two strategies are mutually in-
compatible not only because their basic tenets 
cancel each other out (although there is no inter-
national law on this issue, it is largely accepted 
that a militarily neutral state cannot be part of a 

military alliance), but also because they create 
dangerous strategic vulnerabilities if mixed. 

If a state without security guarantees from 
other countries starts cooperating with an alli-
ance, it makes itself the first target of attack by 
a potential adversary of that alliance as it is the 
weakest and least protected link in the structure. 
Adversaries are further incentivized to strike 
non-allied nations if their cooperation with a hos-
tile alliance becomes important to that alliance. 

If, for instance, a strike against the neutral can 
hurt the entire alliance because military systems 
are integrated and a blow against the neutral’s 
infrastructure will weaken the military capabilit-
ies of the alliance, then a preemptive strike 
against the cooperating neutral becomes a 
tempting option. 

In fact, international law forbids neutrals from 
offering their infrastructure (including radio 
wave transmission) to belligerent powers7 as 
this is an un-neutral act helping one side of a 
conflict and making it more likely that an ad-
versary will strike the neutral to weaken the 
primary enemy. More could (and should) be said 
about the notion of “benevolent neutrality”, its 
risks, and legal implications,8 but for the sake of 
brevity, we will continue with the analysis of 
where Switzerland stands regarding these two 
security options.

NATO, neutrality, or both?
Superficially, it seems clear that Switzerland still 
bets on security through neutrality. Annual opin-
ion polls show that an overwhelming majority of 
91% are in favor of maintaining neutrality (as of 
2024).9 However, the same polls also indicate 
that there are significant differences in the 
views of what that neutrality should include – 
and what not. Especially on the question of mil-
itary cooperation with NATO, 52% agree that 
Switzerland should cooperate more closely with 
the alliance.10 30% of respondents even agree 
with the statement “Switzerland should join 
NATO”, which means that at least 21% of re-
spondents do not see NATO and Neutrality as in-
compatible.11

“In fact, international law forbids neutrals from 
offering their infrastructure (including radio 
wave transmission) to belligerent powers as this 
is an un-neutral act helping one side of a conflict 
and making it more likely that an adversary will 
strike the neutral to weaken the primary enemy.”
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Furthermore, there are also important differ-
ences within the population. Generally, younger 
people are less likely to view NATO (or coopera-
tion with it) favorably, while respondents with 
higher educational backgrounds are more likely 
to support cooperation and even accession.

But there are other political forces that push 
and pull the debate in various directions. For in-
stance, a recent study by Ejdus and Hoeffler12

shows that elites in neutral and nonaligned 
countries tend to view NATO and Trans-Atlantic 
integration in general much more favorably than 
opinion polls would suggest. The authors find 
that “atlanticist preferences are not only widely 
shared among policy elites but also systematic-
ally concealed from the public across militarily-
neutral European countries” and that “elites fre-
quently avoid public expressions of these prefer-
ences due to the general population’s deep-
rooted attachment to their nation’s policy of mil-
itary neutrality or non-alignment.”13

While this study focuses only on Sweden, Aus-
tria and Serbia, it is not far-fetched to infer that 
also in Switzerland policymakers in the federal 
administration might view NATO in a more favor-
able light than the general public. After all, the 
Federal Council has made no secret of its prefer-
ences. 

Over the past three years, it has published 
four white papers or studies in which it em-
braced the idea of more security cooperation 
with NATO and the EU to a level never seen in 
Swiss history. The 2022 report says that:

“Switzerland has long sought to have options in 
the event of an armed attack, either to defend 
itself independently or to organize its defense 
together with other states. To improve military 
cooperation capabilities and thereby increase 
Switzerland's freedom of action, the army must 
prepare for international cooperation in a timely 
manner. The possibilities for cooperation 
should be utilized to enhance defense capabilit-
ies while adhering to neutrality.”14

The 2024 report15 even recommends the inter-
operability of Swiss military systems with NATO 
standards through «gradual participation» in 
NATO certification processes. It is suggested 
that if “necessary, NATO could assess and cer-
tify the interoperability and military capabilities 
of designated units of the Swiss Army”, meaning 
that Switzerland would not only ‘aspire’ to be 
NATO compatible but already make sure NATO 
itself certifies its interoperability. 

Furthermore, the report goes on to suggest 
that Switzerland should participate in NATO’s 
“Federated Mission Networking” (FMN) project, 
the aim of which is “to integrate the command 
and communication systems of the armed 
forces into a single multinational command sys-
tem, to establish an integral command capability 
on a technical level”. And because “FMN is con-
sidered a cornerstone of any cooperation with 
NATO […], Swiss participation is necessary”. 
There is no doubt that the vision of this Federal 
Council report is the transformation of Switzer-
land’s armed forces into an operable part of 
NATO’s overall military capacity. 

The passage concludes that

“this collaboration would enable Switzerland, if 
necessary, to integrate its own systems into 
NATO's command and communication systems 
from the beginning of a joint exercise or opera-
tion — whether in military peace-building or de-
fense. NATO refers to this as ‘Day Zero Con-
nectivity’, a capability Switzerland must have if 
needed.”16

While critics argue that this approach amounts 
to the operational abandonment of neutrality,17

the Federal Council claims that it is merely pre-
paring for the worst-case scenario of an armed 
attack against Switzerland. Should that happen, 
the legal requirements of neutrality law would 
cease anyway, and the country could defend it-
self collectively. In other words, the Federal 
Council’s preferred course of action is to prepare 
the ground for collective self-defense—but only 
should the need for it arise.

The fourth and most recent report by a De-
fense Department-appointed study commission 
also concluded that cooperation with NATO and 
the EU “must go beyond the previous collabora-
tion due to the new threat situation. Cooperation 
should be focused on joint defense [emphasis 
added].”18

Furthermore, there have been concrete efforts 
over the past two years to follow up on these 
policy guidelines, including high-level meetings 
of Swiss and NATO military representatives,19 an 
agreement on opening a NATO liaison office in 
Geneva (albeit officially not to liaise with the Fed-
eral Government),20 a memorandum of under-

“There is no doubt that the vision of this Federal 
Council report is the transformation of Switzer-
land’s armed forces into an operable part of 
NATO’s overall military capacity.”
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standing about Switzerland joining the EU Sky-
shield initiative,21 and, most visibly, Viola Am-
herd’s participation at a North Atlantic Council 
Meeting (the political arm of NATO) — a first in 
Switzerland’s history.22

Not a done deal, nor party politics
However, while the political and military rap-
prochement between Switzerland and NATO is 
obvious and evident, there are, at the same time, 
other forces inside the country’s political pro-
cess working on changing that direction. 

Not only did the Federal Council itself publish a 
report on its neutrality policy in October 2022, 
concluding that the principles outlined back in 
1993 are still valid and the basis for its decision-
making,23 but in summer 2024, the National Coun-
cil (the lower chamber of parliament) adopted a 
motion that would forbid Switzerland’s participa-
tion in NATO missions that practice collective 
self-defense under Article 5 of the NATO charter. 
The rationale of the motion, as presented by the 
Council’s Security Policy Commission, is that:

“It is in Switzerland’s interest to strengthen co-
operation with NATO in specific areas, particu-
larly in military peace promotion, cyberattack de-
fense, or system interoperability, to be prepared 
for potential future cooperation in case of an 
emergency. At the same time, the Commission 
recognizes the need for clarification regarding 
the preservation of Switzerland's neutrality and 
non-alignment. Switzerland's neutrality and non-
alignment remain important and useful instru-
ments of Swiss security and foreign policy, even 
in these times.”24

The success of the motion in the National 
Council was possible due to a political realign-
ment of NATO-skeptical factions among left- 
and right-wing parties.25

However, it failed to convince the State Coun-
cil (the upper chamber), which rejected it by 
29 to 12 votes (with 4 abstentions).26 The mo-
tion will now be deliberated again in the lower 
chamber. Looking at the debate in the State 
Council, it is apparent that there is no consensus 
among parliamentarians as to what level of co-
operation with NATO is or is not compatible with 
Switzerland’s neutrality.27

This trend is also visible at other levels of so-
ciety, most evidently in the form of a popular ini-
tiative for a national neutrality referendum. If 
successful, the initiative would define neutrality 
in Switzerland’s constitution (where the concept 

is currently only mentioned but not specified) as 
perpetual, armed, alliance-free, and – for the first 
time in any constitutional neutrality – it would in-
clude the state’s duty to remain economically 
neutral by avoiding the imposition of sanctions 
on belligerent parties.28

The required number of over 100,000 signa-
tures was submitted to the Federal Chancellery 
in April 2024. Parliamentary debates are expec-
ted in summer and autumn 2025, with a referen-
dum in spring 2026.

While the idea initially gained popularity 
thanks to the support of former Federal Council-
lor Christoph Blocher (SVP), the initiative com-
mittee that drafted the text and is preparing for 
the vote is not affiliated with any political party. 
During the signature collection process, a separ-
ate committee of academics, trade unionists 
and politicians from left-wing and green parties 
was formed to actively support the initiative, as 
did leading members of the Communist Party.29

Only five months later, another group of aca-
demics and politicians published a counter-pro-
posal against the initiative, advocating for a 
much more discretionary approach to Swiss 
neutrality.30

Evidently, support for the neutrality initiative is 
not a question of party politics but of security 
thinking and perceptions.
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