
A shifting security  
situation: implications  
for Switzerland

Prof. Dr. Reto Eberle: One of the objectives of Swiss 
security policy is to maintain the ability of Switzerland and 
its inhabitants to act against threats and dangers. 
How does Switzerland define security, and how do 
people currently perceive it?

Pälvi Pulli: Switzerland has long held a broad understanding 
of security. The Report on Security Policy from 2000 
already stated that security encompasses not only military 
aspects, but also natural disasters, pandemics, cyberattacks, 
terrorism, organized crime and even crisis management. 
Compared to other countries, then, Switzerland’s 
understanding is broader. With regard to the current 
situation, it is interesting to note that since Russia’s attack 
on Ukraine, the population has been more pessimistic 
about the global security situation than ever before – yet 
confidence in Switzerland’s security remains high.

Interview with Ambassador Pälvi Pulli,  
Deputy State Secretary in the State Secretariat for Security Policy

Amid rising geopolitical tensions, awareness of threats is growing in Switzerland. 
Ambassador Pälvi Pulli talks to Reto Eberle about the challenges facing Swiss  
security policy – from the protection of critical infrastructure to the future of neutrality;  
about international cooperation and the question of how and with whom Switzerland 
is preparing for times of crisis. 
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Unlike Switzerland, compulsory national service has been 
abolished or suspended in some European countries, such 
as Germany and France. How prepared are the Swiss 
Armed Forces in terms of manpower and equipment?
Despite compulsory national service (for Swiss men) in 
general, we see a clear need for action. A pipeline issue is 
on horizon, especially from 2028 onwards when large 
cohorts will be discharged from the Armed Forces. 
Understaffing is already an issue in civil protection. The 
Federal Department of Defence, Civil Protection and Sport 
(DDPS) published a report on possible new compulsory 
service systems, but the budgetary situation is slowing 
down the necessary modernization. In addition, there are 
skills gaps, for example in air defense, artillery, protected 
vehicles, cyber defense and sensor technology. Parliament 
has set a spending target of one percent of GDP for the 
defense budget by 2032.

Why is it difficult to communicate the relevance of 
security policy beyond military issues?
Many people struggle to see how it relates directly to the 
reality of their own lives, despite the worsening situation. 
Switzerland enjoys a favorable geographical and economic 
position, but events such as the pandemic, cyberattacks 
and the war in Ukraine have changed perceptions. 
Communication alone is not enough; only concrete 
concern creates awareness.

“Good offices can be 
valuable but should 
reflect our values.  
The world is  
not waiting for us.”

Does the general public also share this broad 
understanding of security?
Military topics naturally dominate, and there are several 
reasons for this. As the most visible and expensive 
security policy instrument, the Armed Forces are there to 
deal with existential threats. In addition, the militia system 
directly affects many citizens. Nevertheless, the threats 
we face have become much more diverse in recent 
decades, with military threats coexisting with other 
threats and dangers.

What security policy instruments are available to 
Switzerland?
Besides the Armed Forces, Switzerland’s resources 
include intelligence services, border control, the police 
and civil protection (the latter being largely the 
responsibility of the cantons). Other relevant areas are 
foreign and economic policy as well as communications. 
Our task at the State Secretariat for Security Policy is 
to coordinate these instruments strategically so that 
Switzerland can respond to threats as consistently and 
effectively as possible.
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What is your role as Head of Strategy and Cooperation at 
the State Secretariat for Security Policy?
We continuously analyze security policy developments 
and use this information to develop policy options – in 
close collaboration with other departments and the 
cantons. Our task is to make well-founded and prudent 
proposals. It is ultimately up to politicians to set priorities, 
including how to invest financial resources.

You were once described in the media as the woman the 
Federal Council listens to when things get serious.
That was clearly exaggerated. The statement is also 
inaccurate because our system is not set up to focus on 
individual people or senior officials. The proposals we 
put forward are developed in consultation with various 
other bodies and are therefore balanced and well-supported. 
We work as a team, and I am part of it. 

Finland and then Sweden recently joined NATO. Is this 
also something you can imagine for Switzerland?
Not at the moment. Switzerland has a different historical 
context than Finland or Sweden, and our geographical 
position is favorable. Swiss neutrality is enshrined in 
international law and does not allow us to provide military 
support for warring parties. Cooperation with international 
partners is permitted as long as it does not create 
dependencies or entail commitments to mutual defence. 
Joining NATO would not be compatible with neutrality. 
The application of neutrality – for example in the context 
of re-exporting military goods – is now at the heart of the 
security policy debate, there is room for maneuver here.

What do you think of the current legal situation regarding 
the re-export of armaments?
The restrictive practice weakens the credibility of 
Switzerland’s standing as a reliable partner. Many partner 
states have difficulty understanding our approach. A 
revision of the Federal Act on War Material is currently 
being drafted in Parliament to allow re-exports after a 
certain period of time, subject to certain conditions. It is 
essential that our partners have confidence in us – not 
least in order to retain at least some of Switzerland’s 
security-relevant armaments industry in the country,  
as it is an industry that depends on exports for economic 
reasons.

What does this mean for Switzerland’s strategic 
autonomy?
Neutrality precludes us from supplying military goods to 
warring parties. If Switzerland itself were to be attacked – 
including by cyberattacks – our neutrality commitments 
would no longer apply and we could work alongside 
partners, including in matters of defense. In order to have 
this political option at all, interoperability needs to be 
improved, for example through exercises with NATO 
countries. Autonomy does not mean isolation – it is the 
ability to act in an emergency.

Where will Switzerland stand on the issue of neutrality in 
ten years’ time?
That depends heavily on how the situation develops – in 
particular the course of the war in Ukraine and the actions 
of major powers, including Russia. If the security situation 
were to deteriorate massively, then Switzerland might also 
have to rethink its position. For the foreseeable future, 
neutrality offers the necessary room for maneuver – also 
for emergency preparedness.

“Joining NATO would  
not be compatible with  
neutrality.“

B
o

ar
d

  
Le

ad
er

sh
ip

  
N

ew
s 

E
di

tio
n 

02
/2

02
5



Are the good offices of neutral Switzerland still  
in demand?
Yes, occasionally. Switzerland makes a valuable contribution 
in conflict regions, for example as a protecting power or in 
peace processes. However, the world is not waiting for us. 
Good offices can be valuable but should reflect our values – 
for example, violations of international law must be 
condemned. In this context, neutrality shall not be 
confused with indifference

How do global trends such as climate change, polarization 
or economic dependencies affect security policy?
In many ways. Economic dependencies are becoming 
increasingly intertwined with security; they can be used to 
exert pressure, for example by trying to cut off 
competitors’ access to critical goods. Growing polarization 
is reflected in international tensions on the one hand 
and domestic political developments on the other. Climate 
change is exacerbating natural disasters and fueling 
conflicts. These developments sometimes occur rapidly 
and can be interconnected, increasing the pressure to act. 
This is a challenge for us, especially as decisions in 
Switzerland are well-founded and taken after extensive 
preparation.

What do you consider to be the greatest security policy 
risks for Switzerland?
The Russian attack on Ukraine is the most serious security 
policy event in Europe. How the war ends will have a 
direct impact on our security. We – and the whole of 
Europe – must prepare for an armed conflict. In addition, 
there are risks such as economic dependencies, terrorism, 
natural disasters, cyberattacks and disinformation 
(a hybrid conflict, which directly affects Switzerland). 
Europe is our most important security policy reference 
point for partnerships – geographically, economically 
an culturally. All the more so in the future.

Thank you very much, Madam Ambassador,  
for this enlightening discussion.

Prof. Dr. Reto Eberle
Partner, Member of the Board Leadership Center,
KPMG Switzerland 
 
+41 58 249 42 43
reberle@kpmg.com
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