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Reducing disparities in the EU
The Federal Council wants to help new EU member states catch up in economic and social 
terms with another CHF 1.302 billion contribution. Previous projects have proven to be a 
success.  Hugo Bruggmann, Siroco Messerli

C ohesion in Europe, VET and migration: 
these are Switzerland’s priority areas 

for its second planned contribution to the EU 
amounting to CHF 1.302 billion. The focus of 
the ten-year programme is on the 13 coun-
tries that joined the EU in 2004. 

The new contribution lies within the same 
range as the enlargement contribution, which 
was used to support 210 projects aimed at re-
ducing economic and social disparities in Cy-
prus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Lat-
via, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia and 
Slovenia between 2007 and 2017. In Bulgar-
ia and Romania the projects will run until the 
end of 2019; in Croatia, which joined the EU in 
2013, until 2024. 

Under its cohesion policy, the EU pro-
vides around EUR 33 billion each year to help 
the EU-13 catch up in economic and social 
terms. Switzerland’s contribution amounts 
to around 0.35 per cent of the EU’s annual 
contributions to cohesion for the EU-13 and 
around one third of Norway’s contribution to 
European cohesion.

Security, stability and well-being in Eu-
rope also benefit Switzerland which, as a re-
sponsible partner, is also committed to these 
issues – both as a sign of solidarity and as an 
investment in the peaceful future of the con-
tinent. This also strengthens Switzerland’s 
economic and political ties with individual EU 
member states and the EU as a whole.

Although the contribution is not direct-
ly linked to other EU-related dossiers, it does 
fall under Switzerland’s policy on Europe. 
Major questions concerning the relationship 
between Switzerland and the EU remained 
pending at the beginning of November, in-

Abstract  On 28 September 2018 the Federal Council decided to put forward to Parlia-
ment a proposal for a second Swiss contribution to certain EU member states amount-
ing to CHF 1.302 billion over a period of ten years. Parliament is expected to discuss 
the proposal soon. The bulk of the contribution (CHF 1.102 billion) is for projects that 
help the 13 countries that joined the EU in 2004 to catch up in economic and social 
terms, with a particular focus on vocational education and training (VET). CHF 200 
million has been earmarked for migration-related measures to help deal with the chal-
lenges being faced by the whole of the EU. For these future projects, Switzerland can 
build on its previous experience with the roughly 300 projects implemented under the 
enlargement contribution from 2007 on. 

cluding the outcome of the negotiations on 
the institutional agreement and the recogni-
tion of stock market equivalence, which the 
Federal Council considers to be essential. 
However, it is in the interests of both Swit-
zerland and the EU to continue to strengthen 
ties and maintain their constructive coopera-
tion. Against this backdrop, at the end of Sep-
tember the Federal Council decided to take 
the next step and submit to Parliament its 
second contribution funding proposal. This 
gives Parliament the opportunity to decide 
on a second contribution while taking into 
consideration expected developments in the 
various EU dossiers.

Consultations with the cantons, parties 
and associations on the planned contribu-
tion met largely with approval.1 Of the 53 sub-
missions, 48 were in favour of making a sec-
ond contribution. A number of them noted 
that approval should be dependent on a posi-
tive assessment of the overall relationship be-
tween Switzerland and the EU. Several of the 
submissions were unequivocal that approval 
should only be given if stock market equiva-
lence is recognised without any restrictions.

 Switzerland acts independently

A key principle behind the contribution is 
that Swiss projects will be implemented in-
dependently i.e. based on Swiss regulations 
and directly with partner countries. Appro-
priate provision will be made for EU cohe-
sion policy arrangements. CHF 1.102 billion 

1  More details under Completed consultations at  
admin.ch (de, fr, it). 

is to be allocated to projects aimed at reduc-
ing economic and social disparities (see ta-
ble). A further CHF 200 million is to be used 
to help countries like Greece and Italy, which 
are currently severely affected by migration 
flows. Switzerland’s administrative expens-
es over the ten-year period will be set at five 
per cent. Two per cent will be specifically ear-
marked for project-related Swiss expertise, 
with a view to bolstering bilateral relations 
with partner countries, providing the neces-
sary specialist know-how and ensuring both 
the quality and sustainability of the projects 
and programmes.

The Swiss Agency for Development and 
Cooperation (SDC) and the State Secretari-
at for Economic Affairs (SECO) are responsi-
ble for implementing the cohesion-related 
projects. The main field of VET will be imple-
mented in close cooperation with the State 
Secretariat for Education, Research and Inno-
vation (SERI). The contribution to cohesion in 
the EU-13 will be primarily allocated based on 
population size and per capita income. Under 
the new system of allocation, the three poor-
est EU member states – Bulgaria, Croatia and 
Romania – will receive more funds than under 
the enlargement contribution; most of the 
other partner countries will receive around 
one third less (see table).

The State Secretariat for Migration (SEM) 
is in charge of cooperation in the field of mi-
gration. As migration routes often change 
quickly, the projects will be implemented un-
der three multi-year programmes each with 
between two and four partner countries. The 
aims include strengthening the structures 
that admit asylum-seekers, developing more 
efficient asylum procedures and improving 
arrangements for returns. Around CHF 10 

Examples of the 300 enlargement contribution 
projects (clockwise): rehabilitation of the

oil contaminated Riga port area with the assis-
tance of Swiss environmental waste experts 

(Latvia), research partnerships between Switzer-
land and Bulgaria, technological equipment for 
the emergency services in Estonia and security 

cooperation for Poland’s Schengen external 
border.
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million will be reserved for special emergen-
cy projects where a response to a crisis situ-
ation is needed.

Building on experience

Switzerland’s cooperation programme with 
the EU-13 under its enlargement contribu-
tion proved successful. That conclusion was 
reached in four assessments conducted by 
the Swiss Federal Audit Offi  ce (SFAO) and an 
independent external evaluation carried out 
in 2015.2 The external evaluation showed that 
the projects have made a positive contribu-
tion to social and economic development in 
the partner countries. The recommendations 
made by the SFAO and the external evalua-
tion have been used in the elaboration of the 
second contribution. These include a great-
er focus on certain topics and, in the larg-
er countries, on disadvantaged regions. The 
project approval process should also be sim-
plifi ed without compromising quality, and 
clear guidelines and streamlined reporting 
would help cooperation. Furthermore, com-
munication regarding the programme in 
partner countries should be strengthened.

The fi ve enlargement contribution VET 
projects already provide a solid basis for 
building on in this fi eld. Regarding the oth-
er priority areas that are to be included in fu-
ture – research and innovation, welfare and 
health systems, public security and safety, 
civic engagement and transparency, environ-
ment and climate protection as well as SME 
fi nancing – priority should in general be given 
to those areas that are in line with the focus 
of the given partner country and where the 
enlargement contribution has already creat-
ed a solid basis on which to build future co-
operation eff orts. 

Switzerland’s risk reduction measures in 
terms of irregularities, abuse and corruption 
will largely apply unchanged. These include 
ensuring transparency in the project selec-
tion process in the partner countries, moni-
toring procurement procedures and closely 
supervising projects implemented by Swiss 
representations in the fi eld or by specialists 
that have been tasked to do so by Switzer-
land. 

Partner countries are expected to contrib-
ute at least 15 per cent to project costs and 
fi nance projects in advance as before. Reim-
bursements from Switzerland are made based 
on the projects’ progress and verifi ed invoic-

2  SDC and SECO (2016). Evaluation: Swiss Contribution 
to the Enlarged European Union, carried out by German 
consultancy fi rm Gopa Consultants. SFAO report nos. 
9327, 12467, 13363 and 14447, at efk .admin.ch.

Migration
Partner countries: EU-28

Cohesion
Partner countries: EU-13

SDC, SECO, SERI

VET

CHF 200 million

SECO

Private sector funding for 
environmental and climate 
protection

CHF 451 million

SDC

Social and health systems, 
research and innovation, 
public safety
Migration management, 
civic involvement and 
transparency

CHF 451 million

SEM 

Migration

CHF 200 million

Switzerland’s contribution

Total CHF 1102 million Total CHF 200 million

Total CHF 1302 million
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The legal basis for the enlargement contribution and the second contribution to European cohesion is the 
Federal Act on Cooperation with the States of Eastern Europe, which was adopted by referendum on 26 
November 2006 and renewed in 2016. The part allocated to migration under the second contribution is 
based on asylum law. As with the enlargement contribution, the second contribution falls under Switzer-
land’s policy on Europe and is not part of its development cooperation.
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  New contribution (planned)      Enlargement contribution (2007–2017)

* 2009 – 2019    **2014 – 2024

87,6

44,2

76,9

45,2

40,4

26

320,1

45,7

16

92,5 72,2*

5,2 5,7

221,5 171,9*
124,2

63,6

104,3

67,3

56,9

37,9

464,6

42,7**

20,9

3,6 4,8

The new contribution for cohesion-related projects in the 13 EU member states amounts to CHF 1.0249 
billion. An additional CHF 22 million (2%) for Swiss expertise and administrative costs of CHF 55.1 million 
(5%) bring the total contribution for cohesion to CHF 1.102 billion (excluding contribution for migration).

Comparison between Switzerland’s enlargement contribution and 
new contribution (in CHF million)
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es. Swiss expertise and partnerships should 
be incorporated into the projects to a great-
er extent than under the enlargement contri-
bution. Authorities with specialist know-how 
and other public or private service providers 
can play a valuable role in transferring knowl-
edge and experience. 

The fi nal verdict lies 
with Parliament
The commitment deadlines are expected to 
begin once Parliament approves the Swiss 
contribution. The funds for cohesion-related 
projects and programmes must be commit-
ted within fi ve years; for migration-related 
activities within ten. In both cases payments 
are made during the ten-year period.

Upon adoption by Parliament and as with 
the enlargement contribution, the Federal 
Council plans to set out a non-legally bind-
ing agreement with the EU based on Swit-
zerland’s defi ned parameters. These include 
contributions to the partner countries, fi elds 
of activity and general implementation prin-
ciples. Switzerland will conclude a bilater-
al framework agreement with each partner 
country sett ing out country-specifi c fi elds of 
activity and regulating in detail all applicable 
means of implementation.

Staff  and offi  ces needed to implement the 
new contribution must be re-established in 
the partner countries concerned or, in the 
case of Bulgaria, Romania and Croatia, ex-
tended further.  
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