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General information about the country 

Geography 

Located right in the heart of Europe, landlocked between Austria, Germany, France and Italy, 
Switzerland covers an area of 41'288km2. The country is divided into three main regions. The 
southern two thirds of the total area are covered by the Alps, a wide mountain range with 
altitudes of up to 4'634 m. Although the Alps are the major attraction for millions of tourists who 
visit Switzerland each year, they are scarcely populated and little industrialised. North of the 
Alps we find the midlands of Switzerland, with rolling hills, lakes and meadows. Here you find 
the main concentration of industry and population. The Jura Mountains run in a semicircle 
around the midlands and can reach an altitude of 1'600 m. Forming more or less our northern 
border; they cover about 1/6 of our country. 
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Culture 

The total population of Switzerland is of about 7, 5 millions. Swiss citizens belong to 4 linguistic 
groups: 

¶ (Swiss-) German speaking (63.7 %)* 

¶ French speaking (19.2 %) 

¶ Italian speaking (7.6 %) 

¶ Raeto romantsch speaking (0.6 %) 

¶ Other linguistic minority groups (8.9%) 
 

All national bodies converse officially in three languages: German, French and Italian. 

* Please note that the spoken language in the German part of Switzerland are German dialects called 
«Swiss-German». It differs in grammar and vocabulary from the «Standard-German» language spoken 
in Germany. The written language however corresponds to the Standard-German. The difference 
between the written language and the spoken dialect is therefore one of the main problems a volunteer 
in the German part will face. 

Swiss history - a brief survey 

Beginnings 
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Archaeological finds show that already 100,000 years BC, individual nomad hunters and 
collectors lived in caves. Almost 100,000 years later, the Romans also became interested in 
Swiss territory. Under Roman rule, the Swiss midlands reached its cultural peak. Today, well-

preserved finds such as houses, thermal baths, 
amphitheatres (Augusta Raurica; Augst/BL) still 
show the affluence of that time.  
The disintegration of the Roman Empire 
opened the doors to Germanic immigration. 
Burgundians, Alemannians, Franks and 
Longobards populated Switzerland alongside 
and with each other until about 800 AD when 
Charlemagne the Great brought the whole 
territory of Switzerland ï including the Ticino ï 

under his rule. 

Conversion to Christianity 

About 600 AD, Irish monks (Columban and Gallus) rang in 
the period of Switzerlandôs conversion to Christianity. 
Numerous monasteries (St. Gall, Disentis, Lucerne, 
Einsiedeln) came into existence at this time. 

The Confederationôs Foundation 

At the end of the 9th century, the 
Kingdom of Charlemagne the Great 
finally split up and offered room for Swiss dynasties. The Habsburgers 
prevailed with a single-minded expansion policy everywhere in the 
territory of the German Kingdom. However since they always wanted 
to take possession of the important Gotthard Pass entrance, the 
people of Uri, Schwyz and Unterwalden defended themselves. The 
result of this defensive action was a federation based on the principle 
of a free political system (1273). Rudolf of Habsburg was able to 
extend his power further and was even crowned King of Germany. He 
died on the 15th July 1291 and did not leave behind any successor; 

this offered the oppressed Inner Swiss a good opportunity to assert their rights and freedom. 
According to tradition, the ñRuetli Oathò is considered the founding of Switzerland (celebrated 
today on the 1st August as the National Holiday).  

Completion of the Territory 

The Inner Swiss farmers fell as a result of a series of wars (the Battle at Morgarten, 1315) to 
force upon the Midland feudal lords their new order and to extend the alliance to other Swiss 
inhabitants of the valleys and towns; thus, first of all the ñEight Townsò (1332ï1353) which 
included the additional Cantons of Lucerne, Zurich, Glarus, Zug and Berne, and later (1583) 
the ñThirteen Townsò Confederation. First of all this loose confederacy served the common 
defence of independence which each member claimed for itself, then ï in a second phase ï the 
conquering and subjugation of new territories. 

Battle of Marignano 

This expansion policy of the hot-headed Swiss was stopped at the Battle of Marignano in the 
Po plain/Italy (1515). A common policy was long thwarted by 
disagreement in the Confederation. This had different 
reasons: for one, there were links with European courts 
which above all were based on Swiss mercenaries hired for 
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service in foreign armies; others included the religious separation of the Swiss (Swiss 
reformators are Zwingli and Calvin) in the wake of the Reformation; especially noteworthy in 
addition to all these was the contrast between the aristocratically ruled cities and the 
democratic country Cantons.  

Beginning of Neutrality 

The first step towards neutrality was taken in the following century when the Swiss no longer 
engaged themselves in European conflicts. In 1648, Switzerland was formally dismissed from 
the German Federation and was recognized as a state independent of European powers. The 
most important event of this period, however, was the destruction of the old Confederation. 
Paradoxically it was the storm of the French Revolution which did away with the appearance of 
decadence. 

Napoleonic period 

After the occupation of Switzerland by troops of the French Directory in 
1798, a centralist state was created: Switzerland, a country abolishing 
all privileges and granting cultural and press freedom. In 1803, 
Napoleon decided to end the then existing conflict between Federalists 
and Centralists by introducing the new constitution (Mediation Act) 
which created a Constitution of the Vienna Congress (1814) ï a loose 
confederation of 22 Cantons. Peopleôs rights were limited in many 
places again to the advantage of the states and aristocrats. The 
neutrality of Switzerland was finally internationally recognized in 1815 at 
the 2nd Paris Peace Conference. The first self-made Federal 

Constitution ï the Confederate Pact (1814ï1815) ï contained among others, the rights of the 
Cantons and individual citizens, the continued existence of the monasteries, as well as basic 
military questions but was, however, by all means far more outdated than the Constitution at 
the time of the Mediation. 

The Swiss Constitution 

After 1830, popular movements in 12 Cantons forced a liberal constitution. The decisive step of 
the Confederacy towards a Federal State followed in 1848 directly after the Special Federal 
War of 1847 where the liberal cantons have triumphed over the seven conservative Catholic 
Cantons, which together had themselves concluded a Special Alliance as protection for their 
cantonal sovereignty. In the middle of Europe with its restored monarchies, a nation emerged 
which incorporated advanced republican ideas. The new Federal Constitution was accepted by 
vote in 1848. It was totally revised in 1874 to fit the altered relationships which had occurred 
from time to time. In 1967, the preparatory work for a total revision of the Federal Constitution 
was again taken up. In 1999 the people and Cantons accepted the completely new edition of 
the Federal Constitution. 

 

Humanitarian tradition 

Switzerland has a long tradition in humanitarian issues and, though being a small 
country, has produced many outstanding personalities in this field (Dunant, 
Pestalozzi a.o.). Today, it hosts numerous international organisations like the 
United Nations, the International Labour Organisation, the World Health Organisation a.o. It is 
also the seat of the International Red Cross and the World Council of Churches.  
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Government 

Switzerland is a federative, democratic, constitutional state. The form of government specified 
in the Constitution for Confederation and cantons is that of a democratic republic, in the form of 
either direct or representative democracy. In its foreign policy Switzerland is neutral. The 
legislative body is the Federal Assembly, with two Chambers possessing equal rights: the 
Council of States (46 representatives of the cantons) and the National Council (200 
representatives of the people). The Federal Assembly elects the seven Federal Councillors (the 
executive) and each year, from this group, the President of the Confederation. The highest 
judicial authority is vested in the Federal Court, which sits in Lausanne; the Federal Insurance 
Court in Lucerne is responsible for dealing with questions related to the Confederation's social 
Insurance. 

The cantons have their own constitutions, parliaments, 
governments and courts. The Federal Constitution grants 
only restricted precisely defined powers to the 
Confederation. Within the cantons, the approximately 
2'800 communes also have a fairly large measure of 
autonomy. There are about 30 countries in the world with 
a federal structure. Switzerland is the smallest federal 
state. However, its 26 cantons and four different 
languages make it one of the most complex. 

Politics 

Switzerland has always been proud of its neutrality. In its international relations, it officially tries 
to be as objective as possible. Swiss politics are very cautious, not to say conservative. 
Women received the right to vote as late as 1971.  

Current issues 

Switzerland is not a member of the European Union (EU). Many Swiss citizens being afraid of 
loosing the "Swiss independence" are against an approximation to the EU. On the other hand 
an increasing number of citizens insist in becoming a member of the EU in order to prevent the 
risk of a "Swiss isolation" within Europe.  

Economy 

For a very long time Switzerland has been able to steadily develop its 
economical possibilities. Today, it is a rich country thanks to a high 
degree of industrialisation, a favourable trade situation and, last but 
not least, the banks and insurances. The most important income 
sources are the machine industries, the fabrication of (S)watches and 
precision instruments, chemical industry, tourism and banking, 
whereas agriculture is decreasing. Of course, at the present the 
situation is getting more difficult. Like most countries, Switzerland as 
well is touched by the international economy crisis.  

Religion 

Christianism is the State Religion of Switzerland; there are both Protestant 
and Roman Catholic churches. Various other denominations exist in small 
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minorities. There is for example quite a strong Muslim minority living in the bigger towns of 
Switzerland.  

Sex Roles 

The Swiss Constitution proclaims the equality of rights between women and men. As Swiss 
society is based on a patriarchal system, reality sometimes is less advanced than Legislation. 
Swiss women are therefore still fighting for equal salaries (especially in the private sector), 
equal opportunities in profession, career and politics etc. Beyond that, more and more young 
people are calling in question the «classical» division of labour between women and men, 
which is supposed to be one of the most essential precondition for true equality. 

Good to know for future volunteers in Switzerland: 

Swiss girls: 

¶ Expect to be treated on an equal basis as boys 

¶ Pay for themselves when invited out to eat, to a movie,... 

¶ Can easily live on their own, with friends or with their boyfriend once they are around twenty 
(you don't have to be married to live together!) 

Swiss boys: 

¶ Donôt (or shouldnôté) act like machos 

¶ Donôt dominate their female friends or girlfriends 

¶ Can also easily live alone, with friends or with their girlfriend once they are around twenty 
 
In general, it is expected from girls as well as from boys that they help in the household. 
Admittedly, it is especially in the younger generation that equality has developed more. In many 
households of the older generation (over 50), women still do "traditionally" female work, but 
times are changing and especially in our host families it is expected that girls AND boys help 
in the household; they have duties like dish washing, cleaning, cooking etc!!!! Please be 
prepared! 

Recommended literature 

- How Switzerland is governed, by Hans Huber 
- A pocket history of Switzerland, by Bradfield 
- Neutrality as the principle of Swiss foreign policy, by W. Hofer 
- The making of Switzerland from Ice Age to Common Market, published by Schweizer Spiegel 
Verlag, Zurich 
- Once upon an alp (humoristic, V. Epstein, editor unknown) 
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ICYE Switzerland 

General Remarks 

Switzerland joined the Federation of ICYE in 1960. ICYE Switzerland is an association 
accepted by Swiss Law, is non confessional and acts independently. It knows no constitutional 
links to other organisations on national and regional level. It is an active member of the Swiss 
Youth Council and the Swiss Council for Youth Exchange. ICYE in Switzerland has four parts 
in its structure: 

¶ General Assembly 

¶ National Board   

¶ Swiss volunteers 

¶ Office 

General Assembly 

The General Assembly is the annual convention of all members of ICYE in Switzerland. It 
approves or disapproves actions taken by the National Board, sets guidelines for further 
developments, elects the National Board and decides on financial reports, budget and statutes. 
It is the legislative body of ICYE Switzerland. Membership, and therefore participation in the 
decision-making process of ICYE, is open to all those who are interested in or fascinated by the 
prospects of our specific exchange programme. A membership fee is the only qualification 
needed. At present, ICYE Switzerland has about 200 active members. 

The National Executive Board 

The executive body of ICYE Switzerland is the national board.  All matters of national 
importance, such as the planning and coordination of activities, finances and publicity belong to 
the responsibilities of the national board. Its members are elected by the General Assembly, to 
which they are responsible. All National Board members are volunteers working in a honorary 
capacity. 

The Importance of our voluntary Swiss co-workers 

Every volunteer in Switzerland has a mentor (contact person) who is responsible for keeping 
up the contact with the volunteer and who can be approached in case of problems. The contact 
persons refer their information back to the coordinator of the contact persons and to the ICYE-
office. All regional co-workers work on a honorary basis and receive no salary. We are very 
grateful for this great help, since without them, we couldnôt realise our programs in Switzerland! 

The Office 

ICYE Switzerland has an office in Bern with two part-time co-directors (Regina Zürcher being 
responsible for Swiss participants volunteering abroad and Barbara Schmitt for the incoming 
international volunteers) as well as one administration officer (for finances) and a programme 
coordinator for the short term programme and the European Volunteer Service. One to two 
interns support the office. The office is responsible for:  

¶ Coordination and Organisation of our programmes  

¶ Administrative matters  

¶ Steady development and expansion of the programme offered in Switzerland.  
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Programme 

General remarks 

The programme offered by ICYE Switzerland is a 
voluntary work programme for volunteers (about 25 
participants per year).  

Age Limits 

Volunteers who want to participate in the voluntary work 
programme of ICYE Switzerland have to be at least 18 
years old and not older than 30 years old. Candidates older than 30 years are free to ask us 
if we could find a placement although they do not match with our regular age limit range. 

Important information 

Because of the complicated procedure of getting the necessary work permits, it is not possible 
to change the work placement during the year! Once the volunteer has been placed in a 
project, it is compulsory for him or her to follow the job. There can be no exception to this, 
because the permit enabling a volunteer to stay in Switzerland is linked to the fact that he/she 
works in the placement for which the permit was asked. For this reason it is very important to 
study the project possibilities in our Work Profile and make a good choice of your work 
project/work area. 

The meaning of voluntary work 

The life as a volunteer is not just an experience of fun and having a good time, it is also hard 
work. Our volunteers normally work 80% (about 32-35 hours a week). Even though they get no 
salary, they are expected to be as responsible as paid staff.  

A volunteer has his duties, but also his rights. For example, 
he/she has the right to ask for 3-4 weeks vacation during the 
10 months of work. He/she has also the right to get a precise 
job description as well as a weekly timetable from the 
employer. The volunteer has the duty to be punctual and 
reliable.  

It is not easy to find work projects in Switzerland, because the 
employers normally accept only qualified co-workers with at 
least a basic knowledge of German/French. Generally, volunteers cannot replace 
professionals. They are mostly occupied as all-rounder in different domains (care work, kitchen, 
garden, household, office work etc.) Hierarchy is not as developed in Switzerland as in other 
countries. As all other employees, all volunteers are expected to help in cleaning tasks. 

Expectations towards volunteers and employers 

After an introductory period, the volunteer is expected to integrate him/herself into working life. 
This means that he or she is expected to respect the way things are done at work, show 
interest and initiative, try to meet with people and learn the language etc. On the other side, 
ICYE expects from an employer to show interest in the cultural background of "his/her" 
volunteer and to be prepared to let the volunteer experience as many different tasks as 
possible in the work placement.  

Please read carefully our rules and regulations. They are very important in order to 
guarantee a good cooperation between you and ICYE Switzerland. With your signature, you 


