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A Clear Warning: Salary Checks by the State 

Switzerland’s Lower Chamber of Parliament gives a clear signal in favor of equal pay for men 

and women 

By Hansueli Schöchli 

 

The Economics Committee of the Lower Chamber approved a motion which aims at achieving equal 

pay with the help of a committee appointed by the government. The decision is meant as a clear 

political signal.  

It is what you could call a warning shot. The Committee for Economics and Taxes (WAK) of the Lower 

Chamber of Parliament makes it clear that it wants to push gender equal salaries. The Committee 

approved a motion of the Green faction, which calls for the state to monitor salaries. According to the 

motion, an independent Equal Pay Committee would have to be created which would have access to 

salary records and could put in place sanctions for companies that do not adhere to the Federal Law 

which states that men and women should be paid the same. The faction referred to similar committees 

that exist in Norway, Canada and the U.S.   

Stubborn Salary Gap 

A majority of the WAK is so unhappy with the statistical salary gap that stubbornly refuses to vanish, 

that it regards the Green faction’s motion threatening governmental monitoring as justified. Most 

recent statistics show that women still earn 19 percent less on average and only half of the difference 

can be explained directly with justifiable reasons such as seniority and hierarchy.  

That the unexplainable reasons for the gap reflect discrimination is often suspected but has not been 

proven. Detailed inspections of the situation within companies may well shed some light on the matter. 

However, to this day, the Employers’ Association has not managed to motivate a lot of companies to 

join the Equal Salary Dialogue initiated in 2009. In this dialogue, firms allow their salary data to be 

checked for discriminatory tendencies. The Employers’ Association hoped to reduce suspicion that there 

was salary discrimination if it could provide a significant number of company cases that refuted the 

theory. However, only just two dozen companies agreed to take part in the dialogue to date, a number 

that is far from the goal of 100 participating companies by 2014. One thing that puts companies off is 

that the data will be open to labor unions, the need for the check is questioned as well, and firms also 

fear additional costs.  

The disappointment regarding the progress of the Equal Salary Dialogue was an important driving factor 

for the decision of the WAK, CVP Member of the Lower Chamber, Lucrezia Meier-Schatz from St. Gallen 



hinted. The Federal Administration is considering a two -year extension of the deadline for the dialogue, 

but this would lengthen the process unduly. Meier-Schatz underlined that the WAK’s motion is only a 

first step, and that any implementation of the parliamentary decision would include serious discussions 

regarding the details of its realization. She has a supervisory system in mind that is along the lines of the 

system already in place for moonlighting, the CVP member added. Yet, whilst moonlighting is fairly easy 

to spot, salary discrimination is not. 

However, the political message of the committee is clear: The approval of the motion is a signal in favor 

of equal pay and is meant to put pressure on employers to make them take the matter seriously. 

According to its Director, Thomas Daum, the Employers’ Associaton regrets that only a few companies 

have entered the Equal Salary Dialogue to date. Thomas Daum stated that systematical salary 

inspections by a committee have to be categorically rejected, as this would enable the government to 

influence the companies’ salary policies via the lever of equal pay.  

Just a Signal 

Employers have some kind of duty to explain salaries already when complaints regarding salary are filed, 

but the parliamentary motion goes beyond individual court cases. Critics of the status quo often 

underline that salary complaints mostly are, in fact, the first step towards ending an employment 

contract - which seems easy enough to understand, since complaints make obvious a clear distrust 

between employer and employee. Time will tell whether the signal of the WAK will “motivate” 

employers to join the Equal Salary Dialogue. The Director of the Employers’ Association, Thomas Daum, 

was unwilling to make a prognosis when asked. For the time being, the motion is just a signal. The 

WAK’s decision was fairly close, with 12 votes for, 10 against and 2 abstentions. According to its own 

statement, the CVP faction within the committee, which often acts as decisive group, voted yes except 

for one abstention. 

Majority Possible 

A majority in the Lower Chamber of Parliament for the motion would be possible, but it isn’t 

guaranteed. CVP, SP and the Green Party don’t have a majority of their own, but would need some votes 

from, for example, the BDP and the Green Liberal Party. In the Upper Chamber of Parliament, CVP, SP 

and the Green Party have a slight majority. However, in that chamber, more of the CVP party members 

might remember their liberal reflexes and flinch back from building up governmental salary controls 

more (to extend beyond inspections pertaining to free travel of persons within the treaty with the EU).  

But this newest episode is one of a diverse set of developments during the last few years. The liberal 

employment market as one of the biggest traditional economic location advantages of Switzerland 

doesn’t seem to have the same political traction as it had earlier. Or, in other words, the economic 

location advantage is being pushed into the background by topics with potential for excitement such as 

immigration and salary inequality.  

  



 


