Neutrality After the Russian

Invasion of Ukraine
The Example of Switzerland and Some
Lessons for Ukraine

By Thomas Greminger and Jean-Marc Rickli

n 1956, former American Secretary of State John Foster Dulles stated that “neutrality has increasingly

become an obsolete conception.” Dulles’s statement seemed to be vindicated after the end of the Cold

War as only a handful of countries in Europe identified themselves as neutral. Whereas in the past
Belgium, Cyprus, Finland, Ireland, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, and Sweden
adopted neutrality, only two countries in Europe—Austria and Switzerland—are considered permanent neu-
tral states under international law after the Cold War. Together with Sweden and Finland, Austria although
maintaining a constitutional basis for its neutrality, became a non-allied state when it joined the European
Union (EU) on January 1, 1995.

With Finland having just joined NATO and Sweden about to do so, these two countries are definitely
leaving the camp of the neutral and non-allied European states. Thus, Switzerland remains the only perma-
nent neutral state in Europe with no commitment towards the EU and its Common Foreign and Security
Policy (CFSP), as the core substance of Austria’s “Neutrality Act equals the status of a non-allied country™
since Vienna joined the EU. Considering the renewal of the discussion on the relevance of neutrality in
European security following the Russian invasion of Ukraine, this article sheds light on the contemporary rel-
evance of the concept. It will do so by first looking at the conceptual and strategic meaning of neutrality, then
reviewing the evolution of Switzerland’s understanding and practice of neutrality, and finally recasting the
relevance of neutrality, especially regarding Ukraine, in today’s geopolitical and geostrategic environment.

Ambassador Thomas Greminger is Director of the Geneva Centre for Security Policy. Dr. Jean-Marc Rickli is Head of
Global and Emerging Risks at the Geneva Centre for Security Policy.
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Neutrality As a Small State’s Strategic
Option

Though the United States has been tempted at times
in its history—notably at the beginning of World
War I—by the adoption of a policy of neutrality, the
consistent use of neutrality is typically a foreign and
security posture of small states. Small states can be
defined as states having limited abilities to mobi-
lize resources, which can be material, relational,

or normative.’ In short, small states have a deficit
of power in terms of their capabilities as well as in
terms of their relationship to others—i.e., the lack of
power they can exert. Power represents the ability to
remain autonomous while influencing others.* The
ability of states to achieve their foreign and secu-
rity objectives ultimately depends on the exercise of
these two dimensions.® Foreign and security policy
outcomes of small states must therefore be under-
stood and analysed along this continuum between
autonomy and influence.®

Due to their lack of resources, small states lack
the power to set agendas and thus have a limited
capacity to influence or modify the conduct of oth-
ers. They also have limited powers to prevent others
from affecting their own behaviour.” It follows that
for small states the security and foreign policy objec-
tive is to minimize or compensate for this power
deficit.® This translates into three broad security
policy orientations. Small states can favour either
influence, or autonomy, or try to simultaneously
play with both through hedging.’

When a small state chooses to maximise its
influence, it is adopting a foreign and security strat-
egy based on alignment by joining either an alliance
or a coalition. An alliance is a “formal association of
states bound by mutual commitment to use mili-
tary force against non-member states to defend the
member states’ integrity.”* NATO through its col-
lective defense clause in Article V of its charter is the
epitome of a military alliance. A coalition is a looser
form of association that does not entail a formal
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security pact; the countries that joined the United
States in the war against Iraq in 1990-1991 or in
2003 joined a U.S.-led coalition."

In terms of alliance or coalition behaviour,
small states can either ally with (band wagoning) or
against (balancing) threats.”> Whereas band wagon-
ing is driven by the opportunity for gain, balancing
is pursued by the desire to avoid losses.”® In this case,
an alliance is a tool for states for balancing when
“their resources are insufficient to create an appro-
priate counterweight to the hegemonial endeavours
of one state or a group of states.”* Alignment and
more particularly alliance policy provide small
states with the protection and the dissuasion
exerted by a great power, but at the expense of their
autonomy. This is the biggest risk for small states,
as alliance commitments entrap small states with
the policy of their larger partner and force them
to fight wars that are not in their direct interests.

In addition, since protection by the bigger partner
can never be taken for granted, alliance policies are
fraught with uncertainty as well.” It follows that
entrapment and the loss of strategic autonomy are
inherent risks for small states adopting a foreign and
security strategy relying on alignment.

In situations of mature anarchy—that is, when
the international system reaches a certain degree of
institutionalisation—small states can use a different
type of alignment strategy which mainly relies on
exerting influence within an international or regional
organisation.' The United Nations (UN) through the
Article 2(4) of its Charter calls on all its member states
“to refrain in their international relations from the
threat or use of force against the territorial integrity
or political independence of any state.” This princi-
ple, which reinforces states’ sovereignty, has always
represented a strong motivation for small states to
join the UN. However, the lack of enforcement power
of the organisation due to the veto power of the five
permanent members of the Security Council makes
the UN very often more a symbolic tool for small
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states’ foreign policy than an effective means to guar-
antee their security. This is especially the case in the
current international environment, which is growing
increasingly polarised and where multilateralism is
increasingly under pressure.

However, the true power of international
organisations is not so much in their protection
of small states as in their ability to provide small
states with ways to exert influence over their larger
partners. Regulations, norms, and decision-making
procedures in international organisations contrib-
ute to constraining larger states and therefore offer
small states increased room for manoeuvre. This,
combined with negotiations and leadership skills,
can provide small states with maximal influence
within international organisations if small states
use them within the right coalition."” Small states
can also use their reputation and perceived neutral-
ity within international organisations to be norms
entrepreneurs with the objective that the interna-
tionalization of their norms will compel other states
to adopt them without external pressures on the one
hand, and on the other, that great powers’ policy will
be influenced in directions that support small states’
national interests.”® A traditional example of norms
entrepreneurship has been the active promotion of
peace by the Nordic states as a cornerstone of their
foreign and security policies.”

When a small state decides to prioritise auton-
omy in foreign and security policy, it can adopt a
defensive security strategy that favours sovereignty.
In this case, its security does not rely on the pro-
tection of major powers. This provides small states
with more room of manoeuvre to stay out of others’
wars but at the expense of being abandoned by great
powers in times of threats to their security.?® This
strategic option is characterized by the adoption of a
policy of neutrality.”!

Neutrality can be defined as a “foreign pol-
icy principle whose purpose is the preservation of
the independence and sovereignty of small states
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through non-participation and impartiality in
international conflict.”?? The law of neutrality has
been codified in three conventions: Paris (1856),

the Hague (1907), and London (1909). The law of
neutrality recognises three basic obligations for the
neutral states—abstention, impartiality, and preven-
tion—but solely during wartime and only in case of
interstate conflicts.” Thus, neutral states must not
provide military support either directly (troops) or
indirectly (mercenaries) to the belligerents. They
must treat the belligerents impartially regarding

the export of armaments and military technology,
which means that they must apply equally to all
belligerents the rules set up by themselves regard-
ing their relations with the belligerents. Finally, the
neutrals are obliged to maintain their territorial
integrity and defend their sovereignty by any means
at their disposal to prevent the belligerents from
using their territory for war purposes. It is import-
ant to note that in case of intra-state war or civil war,
the law of neutrality does not apply and therefore the
neutral state’s scope of action is unhindered and left
to its own discretion.

As the law of neutrality only applies in wartime,
if a state chooses to opt for neutrality also in peace-
time it acquires the status of permanent neutral.**

In this case, customary law provides the permanent
neutral state with an additional duty which pertains
to the impossibility of joining a military alliance.”
This stems from the principle that a permanent neu-
tral state “must not put itself in a position where in
the event of a future conflict it could be led to violate
the obligations arising from its neutral status.”* In
case of a military alliance, an attack against a part-
ner would require military support on behalf of the
alliance member and this would therefore breach the
tirst duty of a neutral state, namely the duty not to
participate in an armed conflict.

Except for this provision, the peacetime neu-
tral state’s behaviour is not subjected to any legal
constraints. Each neutral state is therefore free
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to determine the content of its neutrality policy
defined as “the set of measures which a perma-
nently neutral state takes on its own initiative and
regardless of obligations relating to neutrality
law in order to guarantee the effectiveness and
credibility of neutrality.””” The overarching goal
of a peacetime policy of neutrality is therefore to
build up credibility so as to ensure that neutrality
in war is possible by convincing other states of its
own capacity and willingness to remain neutral
in the event of future armed conflicts. This is
best achieved by the adoption of a comprehensive
approach that coordinates all the political instru-
ments of the neutral state: foreign and security
policy, diplomacy, trade, and economic policy.?

This concept of not being a member of a military
alliance is also commonly attached to non-alignment
or military non-alignment.” Historically, however,
non-alignment unlike neutrality is not a legal con-
cept but a political one that meant adopting a policy
aimed at avoiding entanglement in the superpower
conflicts of the Cold War.* This understanding
was formalised by the creation of the Non-Aligned
Movement at the 1961 Belgrade Conference, and it
notably included India, Indonesia, Egypt, Ghana,
and Yugoslavia, among many others.

A third strategic option for small states is opting
to forego the “security benefits of strong align-
ment in return for increased policy autonomy” by
adopting a hedging strategy.” Hedging is “a class of
behaviors which signal ambiguity regarding great
power alignment, therefore requiring the (small)
state to make a trade-off between the fundamental
(but conflicting) interests of autonomy and align-
ment.”** Whereas neutrality and alignment imply an
unequivocal identification of the threats, hedging
best addresses situations when small states face risks
that are multifaceted and uncertain. These situa-
tions arise when the identification of friends and
foes is difficult and adopting an alliance strategy
could thus mean losing independence—or worse,
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inviting unwanted interference from the great
powers. The alternative of adopting a non-aligned
position in this situation would run the risk of
putting the small state at a disadvantage if the great
power gains pre-eminence in the future.

It follows that in these situations, small states
are likely to pursue simultaneous strategies of
“return-maximising and risk contingency.”* This
is best achieved by band wagoning with a regional
power while simultaneously balancing the risk
through a bilateral alliance with the hegemon or the
superpowers in the international system or with the
regional power’s adversaries. The function of bilat-
eral alliances is to hedge against regional hegemons
so as to prevent them from dominating as well as to
limit the domestic influence of regional allies.

One could say that Qatar during the Qatar crisis
(2017-2021) used a hedging strategy by allying with
Turkey against the UAE and Saudi Arabia while
maintaining a good relationship with the United
States. Hedging is therefore a strategy that seeks “to
offset risks by pursuing multiple policy options that
are intended to produce mutually counteracting
effects, under the situation of high-uncertainties and
high stakes.”** The ultimate objective of hedging is
to reconcile “conciliation and confrontation in order
to remain reasonably well positioned regardless of
future developments.”

Due to their deficit of power, small states
cannot adopt offensive strategies that combine
exerting influence while guaranteeing autonomy
as their security doctrine. This configuration of
power is what makes states great powers, as only
they have the power to influence the structure of
the international system while guaranteeing their
own security.’® Or as Morgenthau stated, “a great
power is a state which is able to have its will against
a small state [...] which in turn is not able to have
its will against a great power.”” Although small
states can sometimes use offensive strategies if they
are confronted with smaller states, the core of their
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U.S. Secretary of State Rex Tillerson meets with the Emir of Qatar, His Highness Sheikh Tamim Bin Hamad Al Thani, at the
Sea Palace in Doha, Qatar, July 11, 2017. Photo by State Department photo/ Public Domain (https://commons.wikimedia.
org/wiki/File:Secretary_Tillerson_Meets_With_the_Emir_of_Qatar_in_Doha_%2835723769291%29.jpg).

global security strategies is nonetheless modelled on
alignment, defense, or hedging. These strategies are
the only way to compensate for their power deficit
vis-a-vis more powerful states.

This brief overview of small states’ strategic
options shows that neutrality is only one secu-
rity posture for small states. Dulles’ statement was
vindicated in the last three decades because, unlike
the Cold War, “smaller states may now choose to
involve themselves on an a la carte basis in a wide
range of security commitments with an emphasis
upon their own security requirements and those in
the immediate vicinity.”*® Nonetheless, some small
states decided to retain neutrality as the core of their
security policy. The next section will examine the
case of Swiss neutrality.
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Swiss Neutrality over Time

As the sum of all the actions taken by the state to
maintain and promote the credibility and effectiveness
of its status as a neutral in the international commu-
nity, the Swiss neutrality policy has undergone many
evolutions since its inception. As a response to global
geopolitical developments, Switzerland has updated
its policy of neutrality, a core instrument of its foreign
and security policy, to fit the evolution of the geopoliti-
cal context while best protecting its national interests.

Swiss neutrality is widely attributed as begin-
ning with its de facto application after its defeat in
1515 at the battle of Marignano. In 1815, neutrality
was officially established at the Congress of Vienna
and recognized by the European powers.* This
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Anti-war demonstrators and Ukrainians living in Geneva walking in protest against the war from Place de Neuve to Place
des Nations. Geneva, Switzerland, March 5, 2022. Photo by Marcio Cimatti (https://www.shutterstock.com/image-photo/
geneva-switzerland-march-5-2022-antiwar-2132532529).

enshrined the concept of permanent armed neutral-
ity, meaning that “Switzerland remains neutral in
any armed conflict between other states, whoever
the warring parties are, whenever and wherever a
war breaks out,” as well as the fact that Switzerland’s
neutrality is based on its willingness to use force to
protect its territorial integrity and neutral rights.*

The First and Second World Wars entrenched
this concept, while also seeing Switzerland evolve into
a place for belligerent states to continue diplomatic
relations, a base for humanitarian operations, and a
conduit for the continuation in trade of certain essen-
tial materials.”” During the Cold War, Swiss neutrality
was ensured by dissuasion—convincing potential
invaders that the cost of invasion outweighed the
benefits. This put autonomy, and the armed forces, at
the center of Swiss neutrality. Operating under a strict
interpretation of the concept, Switzerland’s neutrality
policy spelled out that the country would refrain from
entering into any military alliance or agreement on
collective security so as to never expose itself to the
risk of being pulled into a conflict.
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With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the
imminence and proximity of the Cold War threats
disappeared and gave way to local and regional
conflicts. In addition, European security became
increasingly institutionalised through the devel-
opment of cooperative security architectures. This
meant that Switzerland very quickly encountered
a dilemma: to maintain its traditional security
through armed neutrality and isolation, as had been
the predominant practice in the preceding decades,
or through increased cooperation in the emergent
European security architecture.” The 1990s were
therefore characterized by a series of readjustments
of Swiss neutrality practices and doctrine. For exam-
ple, Switzerland imposed economic sanctions for the
first time in 1991 against Iraq—aligning itself with
United Nations (UN) Security Council resolutions
on non-military sanctions—all the while denying
coalition flights the right to fly over Swiss airspace.
This led the Swiss government to publish a report
on neutrality in 1993 which underlined that the
“traditional concept of security through neutrality
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and independence” was to be supplemented with
“security through cooperation.”* Swiss security pol-
icy would rely on two pillars: a national conception
based on permanent neutrality through national
defence and an international dimension based on
solidarity through peace promotion.*

While permanent neutrality was maintained,
the report stated that “neutrality needs to be
interpreted in light of the requirements of inter-
national solidarity and should be used to serve the
international community and world peace.™® The
new understanding of the application of neutral-
ity was thus reduced in the sole case of interstate
wars that occur outside Chapter VII of the UN
Charter. This instigated a still-ongoing period of
greater involvement in global affairs on the part
of Switzerland, joining the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) Partnership for Peace (P{P)
and the Organisation for Security and Cooperation
in Europe (OSCE) in 1996. In 1998, Switzerland
would partially align itself with EU sanctions on
Yugoslavia.”” Overflight and passage through Swiss
territory would, however, have to wait the cessation
of hostilities and the adoption of UN resolution
1244. Lacking a UN mandate, the operation of the
U.S.-led coalition forces in Iraq in 2003 fell under
the traditional application of neutrality, and the
Swiss government banned all overflights except for
humanitarian and medical purposes.*®

The early 2000s cemented Switzerland’s orien-
tation toward greater involvement in global affairs,
notably with its accession to the UN in 2002 and the
articulation of “active neutrality.™ This resulted
from an understanding that national realities were
increasingly determined by foreign developments,
which required Switzerland to enhance its influ-
ence and engage in multilateral cooperation.®
This is concomitant with an uptick in interoper-
ability goals with NATO forces. Still constrained
by political realities, these interoperability goals
mainly concerned the less controversial air forces
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due to political sensitivity regarding participation of
ground forces.” In 2011, Switzerland set in motion
an accession to the UN Security Council with a
non-permanent seat for the 2023-2024 term. This
prompted the Federal Council to release a report on
the candidature in 2015 which in part assessed the
compatibility of a UN Security Council seat with
Swiss neutrality. The report concluded that not only
had other neutral states such as Austria and Finland
already served terms in the Security Council—
thereby setting a historical precedent—but also

that a seat on the Security Council would “open up
special opportunities for Switzerland to contribute
to peace and security worldwide on the basis of its
independent foreign policy,” with its neutrality even
serving as an advantage.”

The report further adds that coercive measures
taken by the Security Council would be in line with
Swiss neutrality. As the Security Council members
are not state parties to a conflict, but “guardians of
the world order tasked with preserving and restoring
peace,” the principle of neutrality is not applica-
ble to coercive measures adopted by the Security
Council.”* As the highest body through which to
achieve collective security, Switzerland’s ascension
to the Security Council (confirmed as of 2022) rep-
resents the culmination of Switzerland’s efforts to be
an active partner in global governance and to shape
the events around it.**

Considering Switzerland’s different reactions
in 2014 and 2022, the conflict in Ukraine offers an
interesting case that underlines the dynamic nature
of neutrality policy, affected by both domestic
and international contexts. When Russia annexed
Crimea in 2014, Switzerland did not align itself with
EU and U.S. sanctions, but it did take steps to make
sure sanctioned individuals and institutions could
not use Switzerland to circumvent those sanctions.*
At the time, Switzerland was chairing the OSCE and
was therefore playing a central role in conflict man-
agement. Hence, the prevailing thought was that
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strict neutrality should be observed, lest Switzerland
negatively affect its position and credibility as
mediator. Switzerland’s requirement of remaining
impartial as chair of the OSCE and the lower sever-
ity of the breach of international law—compared to
2022—coupled with Russia’s relative openness to a
diplomatic solution all contributed to the Swiss deci-
sion not to impose sanctions.*

The February 2022 invasion of Ukraine rep-
resents a fundamental shift in European security
and constitutes a severe breach of international law.
Indeed, a 2022 complementary report analyzing the
consequences of the Ukraine war on Swiss security
policy—building on observations made by a 2021
Federal Council Security Policy Report which noted
that “the security situation has become more unsta-
ble, unclear and unpredictable worldwide and also
in Europe”—concludes that war reinforces these
security trends which have already been apparent for
some time, and that these trends are now even more
considerable and far-reaching across the globe due
to the war in Ukraine.”

The reality is that not only geopolitics, but the
entire dynamic of the security policy landscape of
international politics, is affected. The Russian invasion
of Ukraine is certainly only the beginning of a larger
“Cold War 2.0,” and could even be considered as an
inflection point for the global order.*® In Europe, the
consequences of this invasion—notably Germany’s
decision to raise its defense budget by €100 billion and
Sweden’s and Finland’s decisions to join NATO—are
clear indications of paradigm changes towards replac-
ing cooperative security through alliance and a move
away from the peace dividend period.”

These alignments in Europe sparked a nation-
wide debate over the extent to which Switzerland
should align itself with the condemnation of Russia
and how far—if at all—it should go in support of
Ukraine. The severity of Russia’s actions against
Ukraine, coupled with strong support of Ukraine
from the Swiss population as well as predictable
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international pressures, led the Swiss government

to align with the EU’s sanctions package.®® Indeed,

a survey shows that support for sanctions is high
among the Swiss population, standing at 77 percent.®'

In line with its domestic law regarding the
export of war materiel, the Swiss government, how-
ever, refused to allow the transfer of war materiel
manufactured in Switzerland to Ukraine from a
third party. This inevitably revitalized discussions on
Swiss security policy, and the way in which neutrality
fits in this newly “degraded” European context.*

The reality that armed conflict in Europe is
no longer something from the past, as well as the
lessons learned regarding how to survive a poten-
tial invasion, are leading Switzerland to re-evaluate
some core tenets of its security policy, with con-
sequences for the discussion on neutrality. While
support for neutrality was still very high at 89 per-
cent in July 2022 and 91 percent in January 2023, it
is nonetheless lower than in 2021, representing the
first decline in 20 years, and thus shows that Swiss
people have become more critical towards neutrality
and more open towards international cooperation.®®
Unlike Sweden and Finland, who have applied for
NATO membership, the Swiss government reaf-
firmed that “a membership of NATO, which would
mean the end of neutrality, is not an option for
Switzerland.”™* This is also supported by two thirds
of the Swiss population, while at the same time a
majority of Swiss—55 percent—are in favour of a
rapprochement with NATO, for the first time.%

In a way, the complementary 2022 report shows
that the war in Ukraine is revitalizing the concept of
armed neutrality, highlighting the importance of the
armed forces in maintaining Swiss sovereignty. The
self-defence requirement directly stems from the law
of neutrality. Yet, more important, the report acutely
highlights the importance of international support
and cooperation to repel an invasion. Indeed it finds
that it is very likely that in case of armed aggression,
Switzerland would have to rely on international
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military cooperation, and this must be exercised and
prepared in peacetime.®® An increase in interna-
tional defence and security cooperation is therefore
becoming central to Swiss security policy.

In a sense, the Swiss approach to neutrality since
the February 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine can
be subsumed as a continuation of armed neutral-
ity while simultaneously preparing for a world in
which territorial integrity could be violated, and once
attacked, the legal obligations of neutrality become
obsolete. This entails a need to ensure broader
interoperability of forces with neighbours and
likeminded nations as well as the existence of pre-ex-
istent, and stronger, channels of cooperation, notably
with NATO and the EU. While interoperability with
NATO forces has been on the agenda since the late
1990s, it was mainly limited to technical elements and
mainly at the tactical level.”” The 2022 report suggests
broadening interoperability to more domains rele-
vant to defence and security policy by—among other
things—exploring the possibility of participating in
NATO exercises pertaining to collective defence.*®

Extending Switzerland’s participation in
NATO exercises was one of the topics discussed by
Swiss Defense Minister Viola Amherd when she
met NATO’s Secretary General, Jens Stoltenberg,
on 22 March 2023.%° From a conceptual perspec-
tive, the main consequence of the war in Ukraine
for Swiss security and defence policy has been a
gradual move towards a hedging strategy com-
bining both maintenance of sovereignty through
armed neutrality while guaranteeing that military
cooperation is possible if the country should be
attacked and no longer be in a position to defend
itself alone. Domestically, the contentious nature
of this interpretation has led discussions around
arevised conception of neutrality—“cooperative
neutrality.” However, the results of these discus-
sions are so far inconclusive, and the Swiss Federal
Council elected to maintain its view of neutrality
policy outlined in 1993.
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Internationally, some voices have argued that
Switzerland’s reaction to the Ukraine war represents
the end of its neutrality.” With the sanctions on
Russia, Switzerland would presumably have created a
precedent and broken with long-standing traditions.
Russia, for example, refused to accept Swiss propos-
als to act as a mediator between Russia and Ukraine,
with the Russian foreign ministry spokesperson—
referring to Swiss adoption of EU sanctions against
Russia—stating that “Switzerland has unfortunately
lost its status of a neutral state.””! Additionally, some
have pointed to the seeming inconsistencies in Swiss
neutrality policy, as exemplified by the decision to
impose economic sanctions on Russia, but a refusal
to accept the transfer of Swiss ammunitions to
Ukraine from third parties (notably Germany).”

A careful review of the history of Swiss neutral-
ity shows that Switzerland has not broken with its
tradition and is acting in line with its neutrality pol-
icy outlined in 1993. In fact, as seen, the imposing of
sanctions due to a severe breach of international law
has a precedent. Swiss neutrality policy stipulates
that when used against states breaking the peace
or violating international law, economic sanctions
“have the function of restoring order and thus serve
the peace.”” Such measures “are in accordance with

”74 and in line with the law

the spirit of neutrality
of neutrality, which does not regulate economic
sanctions. As stated in a 1993 Swiss White Paper on
neutrality, the Hague convention “does not require
equal treatment and leaves the neutral state free to
conduct its international economic relations as it
sees fit.”” As such, there is no express requirement
to observe economic neutrality.” In fact, Switzerland
has implemented 28 different sanctions packages
since its first sanctions in 1990. As of the end of
2022, Switzerland had 24 ongoing sanctions pack-
ages, stemming from both UN Security Council
resolutions and in line with EU sanctions packages.””
The direct transfer of weapons or ammuni-
tion, however, is a breach of the international law of
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neutrality, and the export and re-export of weap-
ons and ammunition produced in Switzerland

to a country involved in an international armed
conflict is prohibited by Swiss domestic law under
the Swiss War Material Act (art. 22a, al 2, let. a).”®
Hence, Switzerland has in fact broken neither legal
nor self-imposed rules of neutrality with its actions
regarding the February 2022 invasion. Furthermore,
as seen, neutrality in Switzerland has never been,
and will never be, an absence of values or opinion.
Switzerland’s choice was based on its assessment

of the severity of Russia’s violation of international
lawand what this meant not only for the interna-
tional community, but for Swiss security as well.

7 However, the decisions of the Swiss government
to refuse the requests of Germany, Spain, and
Denmark to re-export weapons and ammunitions
towards Ukraine have led to intense international
pressure on Switzerland, as well as heated domestic
debates in the Swiss Parliament.*® Yet, the latter has
so far refused to change the current legislation® even
though a recent survey showed that a small major-
ity (55 percent) of the Swiss population would be in
favor.®? To understand this, one has to look at the
domestic function that neutrality plays in a country.

Neutrality and its Cultural Identity
Function

The war in Ukraine has opened several conversations
about the relevance of Switzerland’s neutrality. Aside
from the commentaries regarding the supposed
novelty of Switzerland’s 2022 sanctions on Russia,
some have questioned the relevance of Switzerland’s
neutrality considering Sweden’s and Finland’s paths
towards NATO membership. Phrases such as “the
end of neutrality” are circulating around Europe
and experts are juxtaposing Sweden’s and Finland’s
decisions to abandon neutrality with Switzerland’s
maintenance of neutrality.*’ Such a direct com-
parison is of little value, as neutrality cannot be
understood only as a security policy instrument.
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To understand the transformation of the practice
of neutrality, one needs to understand not only the
geopolitical context of each neutral state, but also its
national cultural identity.** Each country has its own
strategic culture and perceives threats through theses
lenses differently depending on its own unique vicin-
ity to, relationship with, and ability to address each
of these threats as well as its historical and cultural
context. Thus, Sweden, Finland, and Switzerland, as
well as other neutral countries, all perceive and react
differently to the war in Ukraine and the changing
world order partly because of their historical legacy.
Some, for instance, argue that Sweden and Finland in
fact gave up on neutrality a long time ago, with the dis-
cussions starting between Swedish political parties as
long as 20 years ago.* Part of Sweden’s and Finland’s
decision also has to do with the relationship between
the two nations and their proximity to each other, not
just their proximity to Russia.

When Finland submitted a report to parliament
on “fundamental changes” in the foreign and security
policy environment following Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine, the authors weighed the strength of their
move to join NATO if it was combined with that of
Sweden and found additional benefits from its move
to join NATO: “Should Finland and Sweden become
NATO members, the threshold for using military
force in the Baltic Sea region would rise, which would
enhance the stability of the region in the long term.”¢
Vice versa, Finnish strategy was significant for Sweden
in its decision to join NATO, with experts crediting
the interwoven political and military relationship
between the two as a motivation that weighed heavily
on Swedish policymakers and experts. “To be outside
the alliance in the event of a Finnish membership
would [...] be completely untenable for political, geo-
strategic, and purely military reasons.”

For Switzerland, the role of neutrality as an
identity provider as demonstrated by its constant
very high approval among the Swiss population is
key to understanding Swiss neutrality policy. Swiss
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Iran nuclear deal: agreement in Vienna. “Neutral states can offer a contact, space, and even grounds for negotiation
whenever the time for talks does come around.” July 14, 2015. Photo by Bundesministerium fiir Europa, Integration und
Ausseres (https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:lran_Talks_14_July_2015_%2819680862152%29.jpg).

political identity implies being neutral.®® It there-
fore follows that changes to neutrality policy are not
only a function of changes in Switzerland’s external
international environment, but also of cultural and
identity variables, which sometimes may constrain
the course of action available to Switzerland to
advance its foreign and security policy, even amidst
widespread governmental and institutional support.
For example, in 1994, the Swiss voters rejected a gov-
ernment initiative to supply peacekeeping forces for
United Nations operations around the world because
of concerns over the permanent maintenance of
Swiss neutrality.* This law had broad government
and parliamentary support and would have increased
the flexibility of Swiss security policy.”® However,

the Swiss population’s traditional interpretations of
neutrality policy, as well as doubts about the effec-
tiveness of UN peacekeeping operations trumped the
government’s security policy plans.”

Conclusions and Lessons for Ukraine
The war in Ukraine has opened a global conversa-
tion around neutrality on multiple levels concerning
both existing neutral countries such as Switzerland
and as a tool for small states in conflict resolution.
Neutrality is a dynamic concept among small states’
strategic options. It is a tool of foreign and security
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policy which leaves the neutral state with a lot of
room for maneuver to conduct its neutrality policy
and ensure its security, while respecting the law of
neutrality and therefore bolstering the international
credibility of its neutral status.

Neutral states are very well positioned to offer
an alternative route for solutions, especially when
bloc formations begin to loom and two sides seem to
split—the so called “good offices.” Neutral states can
offer a contact, space, and even grounds for negotia-
tion whenever the time for talks does come around.”
Switzerland is uniquely positioned to strongly
advocate for respect of international law as well as
international principles and commitments while
keeping channels for exchange between non-like-
minded actors open.” This is particularly important
as we see the escalation of tensions between Russia
and Ukraine spiral into potential use of nuclear
weapons—with each further escalation the demand
for risk-reducing measures grows, and this is an area
where Switzerland can be particularly strong in a
way many other nations in Europe cannot.”

The case of Switzerland exemplifies the ability
to dynamically adapt a country’s perception of how
it understands, projects, and continues to maintain
its neutrality in shifting geostrategic environments.
With the 2022 invasion of Ukraine, arguably one
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of the largest geopolitical tremors since the end

of the Cold War, Switzerland continues to apply

its neutrality in a way which maximizes its secu-
rity, defends its interests and sovereignty, supports
international law, and promotes peace. This will
remain true for the future, as ultimately, neutrality
as a tool of security policy is and always remains a
conversation between the Swiss government and
its population, cutting deep to the core of Swiss
identity. As shown by the broad support for both
sanctions (75 percent) and neutrality (91 percent),
while Switzerland adjusts its security policy with
more hedging elements, the Swiss population is not
prepared to touch the legal core of neutrality.”

The war in Ukraine has also revived the conver-
sation around Ukrainian neutrality as a possible way
forward in peace negotiations and exit strategy for
Moscow and Kyiv. This article has shown that neu-
trality is a way for small states to navigate contested
geostrategic environments but also notes that a
single model of neutrality does not exist and cannot
be imported. Ukrainian neutrality would have to
be uniquely customized to suit Ukrainian cultural
and political contexts, as well as its grand strategy,
while simultaneously balancing the specific security
concerns of both sides. This means that a model of
neutrality for Ukraine would need to be negotiated
from scratch to fit Ukrainian security requirements
as well as its national identity and grand strategy.

Some have argued that such a new, uniquely fitted
model of neutrality could even help Ukraine establish
a new, non-partisan national identity as it becomes no
longer “East or West,” but a neutral European coun-
try which can begin to strategically and culturally
reposition itself.”® This will prove to be very difficult,
as both Russia and Ukraine have laid out hard, and
opposing, proposals with non-negotiables on both
sides that need to be navigated if neutrality is to be an
option. If neutrality is to even be considered as an exit
strategy, a solution is needed which takes into account
and compromises between these proposals and which
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treads the line between indivisibility of security and a
freedom of security posture.

An option often seen appropriate to address
these concerns is the Austrian model. Austria
utilized a constitutional commitment to neu-
trality and a non-aligned foreign policy in order
to slowly regain its sovereign status after World
War II. Ukraine would have to engage in such a
non-alignment neutrality policy by “self-limiting”
and agreeing not to join NATO. At the beginning of
the war, this seemed like a particularly likely route,
especially when President Zelensky announced
in March 2022 that he had come to accept that
NATO membership for Ukraine is unlikely, even if
Ukraine were to maintain its right to apply firmly
engrained in its constitution as it currently is.”” It
is also clear from the Kyiv Security Compact that
Ukraine wanted a harder approach to the protection
it was previously granted. It deemed the Budapest
Memorandum “worthless” and lacking sufficient
legally and politically binding measures to deter
Russian aggressions and declared that a repeti-
tion of Russian attacks like 2014 and 2022 could
occur again if Ukraine is not provided with effec-
tive security guarantees.”® This priority is further
strengthened by the fact that Ukraine had previously
adopted a non-aligned status which served little to
its benefit. For neutrality to be considered a worth-
while security policy option by both the Ukrainian
government and population, this conundrum would
have to be solved as a priority and is very likely to
face opposition from Moscow.

There is an argument to be made that this is
where Ukraine’s model of neutrality must diverge
from the pre-existing ones in Austria, Switzerland,
or elsewhere.”” Experts have argued that the reason
Austria did not receive security guarantees is because
it did not need them: “Austria does not need security
guarantees because there is no big threat to Austria.
[...] Therefore, membership in a collective defense
system is not necessary.”®° The Russian aggression
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against Ukraine and Moscow’s unilateral and unlaw-
ful annexation of four Ukrainian provinces, followed
by President’s Zelensky’s announcement of Ukraine’s
plans to officially apply to NATO, has significantly
complicated the situation. '!

Whatever the model, or the way in which it
manifests itself, neutrality remains a relevant secu-
rity policy instrument in today’s geopolitical and
geostrategic environment. However, as the Swiss
model shows, for neutrality to work, it cannot be a
quick fix. Neutrality must be seen as an acceptable
solution for all the belligerents and great powers to
serve a useful security function in the international
system (for instance, good offices or negotiation
space), while its operationalization is perceived as
powerful enough to deter potential aggressions, and
domestically supported by the majority of the neu-
tral state’s population. PRISM
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