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Jürg Meister (left) 
and Peter Bochsler 

with their ‘old friend’, 
the Bernese solar 

sail, in a windowless 
laboratory on the 

basement floor of the 
University of Berne 

Physics Institute  
Photo: Adrian Moser

DÖLF BARBEN 

As the rocket took o�, television view-
ers saw the three le�ers �U � S � A� 
slowly ascend. And on 21 July 1969, as-
tronauts Neil Armstrong and Buzz 
Aldrin planted the American �ag on 
the moon. Great PR for the United 
States. No wonder America is making 
the most of it 50 years on. 

But the University of Berne is also 
entitled to celebrate, given that its 
Physics Institute was responsible for 
an experimental device used during 
the Apollo 11 mission. Weighing 454 

grams (equivalent to a pound), the in-
strument was tiny compared to the 
nearly 3,000 metric tons of spacecra� 
in which it �ew. Yet of tri�ing impor-
tance it was not. Astronaut Aldrin as-
sembled the contraption � a simple 
sheet of foil along an upright, 30 cen-
timetres wide, 140 centimetres long � 
even before unfurling the Stars and 
Stripes. Its purpose was to collect so-
lar wind: particles such as protons 
and electrons which originate from 
the sun. A�er 77 minutes, Neil Arm-
strong rolled up the foil and took it 

back with him to the lunar module. 
He le� the supporting upright on the 
moon. The experiment was so suc-
cessful that the US space agency NASA 
repeated it on four other missions, in-
creasing the length of exposure each 
time. Johannes Geiss, the physics pro-
fessor who had developed the sail � or 
Solar Wind Collector (SWC) � with 
the help of his team, became world-fa-
mous.

Jürg Meister, 80, and Peter 
Bochsler, 76, worked at the Physics In-
stitute at the time. On a return visit, 

The beautiful lunar toy from Berne 
Man first walked on the moon 50 years ago. It was also one giant leap for the University of Berne whose  
Solar Wind Composition Experiment on the moon ultimately helped to clear up a misconception about the Big Bang.  
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Liquid gold at the 
Metalor gold refinery 
in Neuchâtel.  
Photo: Keystone

dustry open up more, e.g. on customs 
declarations, regarding the origin of 
its gold. However, the government 
sees no need for action on due dili-
gence, pointing to the sustainability 
standards implemented voluntarily 
by the industry. Switzerland also sup-
ports implementation of the OECD 
Due Diligence Guidance for Respon-
sible Supply Chains of Minerals from 
Con�ict-A�ected and High-Risk Ar-
eas, in order to prevent the gold trade 
from fuelling armed con�ict in places 
including the Democratic Republic of 
Congo. The Federal Council wishes to 
examine whether blockchain � a tech-

nology of decentralised databases � 
can be used to improve the traceabil-
ity of gold. 

An initiative targeting  
multinationals

The Federal Council believes that fur-
ther regulation is unnecessary. Citing 
intense competition from abroad, the 
Swiss government would prefer it if 
the gold industry regulated itself. 
Non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) are not the only stakeholders 
criticising this pro-business ap-
proach. In an opinion piece published 

on swissinfo.ch, Basel-based criminal 
law professor and anti-corruption ex-
pert Mark Pieth said that the Federal 
Council were �shooting themselves 
in the foot�, showing that they �cared 
more about business than about hu-
man rights� � thereby �giving more 
ammunition� to those who support 
the Responsible Business Initiative 
(RBI). The aim of the RBI, which was 
proposed by around 50 NGOs in 2016, 
is for Swiss companies and their sub-
contractors abroad to be held ac-
countable for any human rights vio-
lations or environmental damage 
that they cause. Pieth�s main criti-
cism of the Federal Council�s gold re-
port is that it places the blame for 
these problems �squarely on the 
shoulders of artisanal and small-
scale miners�, when in truth it is mul-
tinationals that are o�en responsible 
for producing mountains of toxic 
waste, for contaminating water and 
for appropriating land from indige-
nous communities.

Opinion polls show that there is a 
lot of public support for the RBI. The 
National Council opted for a counter-
proposal to take the wind out of its 
sails. This counterproposal would 
have introduced provisions on corpo-
rate liability into Swiss company law. 
Yet the Council of States would have 
none of it. In March, a majority within 
the small chamber of parliament re-
jected the initiative without consider-
ing the counterproposal. Ruedi Noser, 
FDP member of the Council of States 
for the canton of Zurich, argued that 
provisions on corporate liability 
would put companies at a signi�cant 
disadvantage and could even result in 
Swiss businesses having to withdraw 
from numerous countries. The issue 
now heads back to the National Coun-
cil. If the chambers fail to agree on a 
way forward, the RBI is likely to go to 
a popular vote without any counter-
proposal. A voting date has not yet 
been set.
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civilian service seem less a�ractive. It has been decided 
to focus notably on men who have already embarked on 
military service and wish to leave. The aim of these meas-
ures is �to ensure respect for the principle that it is not a 
question of free choice between military and civilian ser-
vice�� according to the Federal Council statement which 
remains somewhat ambiguous given its �proof through 
action� approach. The government is particularly con-
cerned by an exodus of its executives and specialists to-
wards non-military services. In 2018, of 6,205 admissions,  
2,264 were e�ectively servicemen who had �nished their 
training, including 350 o�cers and non-commissioned 
o�cers. The government warns of �a loss in knowledge 
and competencies regarding conduct and a loss in tech-
nical skills��. 

Slipping out through the back door to  
avoid the army 

This policy has received substantial criticism. Socialist 
municipal councillor of Lausanne Benoît Gaillard, having 
himself opted for the non-military route in 2004, de-
nounces the escape of conscripts �through the back door�. 
The average rate of �tness to complete military service 
ranges from 83 % to 55 % depending on the canton. �Today, 
those wanting to avoid the army simply have themselves 
declared un�t for service based on a certi�cate which is 

Provocation on the 
way to civilian  
service: protesters 
dump their service 
rifles and uniforms 
in front of the Feder-
al Palace (22 April 
1971)  
Archive image provided

not always very credible. Instead, we should be encourag-
ing a service bene�ting the country. The fact of the ma�er 
is that the Federal Council is under pressure from the right 
and does not want to give the impression that it is favour-
ing alternative solutions to military service. So, it prefers 
to tolerate people escaping from military service through 
the back door.� Gaillard also claims that this system ex-
cludes women. 

�The vocation of the Swiss army is not a bad one,� states 
Milan, who feels that �it should develop a di�erent dis-
course, in order to be more a�ractive to young people�. As 
for defending the country in the event of a�ack: �It�s an il-
lusion; it would be like using a Swiss army knife against a 
nuclear power. We need an army focused on peace-keep-
ing missions instead,� suggests this ex-serviceman. 

*Not real name.

 
Subscribe to the newsletter of the 
Organisation of the Swiss Abroad (OSA)  
and stay informed wherever you are: 
www.aso.ch/en/information/newsletter
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Federal votes
 
The Federal Council determines voting proposals at least 
four months before the voting date. National Council 
elections take place on 20 October 2019. 

For information about the National Council elec-
tions, visit www.ch.ch/en/elections2019. Everything you 
need to know about voting proposals (voting pamphlets, 
commi�ees, recommendations by Parliament and the 
Federal Council, electronic voting, etc.) is available at 
www.admin.ch/votes or via the Federal Chancellery�s 
VoteInfo app.
 

Popular initiatives
 
The following federal popular initiatives have already 
been launched at the time of going to press (deadline for 
the collection of signatures in brackets):

 � �Keep health insurance premiums to no more than 
10 % of income (Premium relief initiative)� 
(26.08.2020)

 � �Include the CH-sign on our vehicle number plates 
(Number plate initiative)� (05.09.2020)

 � �For a more secure and trustworthy democracy 
(E-voting moratorium)� (12.09.2020)

 � �For the future of our natural world and landscape 
(biodiversity initiative)� (26.09.2020)

 � �Against concreting over our countryside (country-
side initiative)� (26.09.2020)

 
The list of pending popular initiatives is available in Ger-
man at www.bk.admin.ch > Politische Rechte > Volksin-
itiativen > Hängige Volksinitiativen
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