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1. Direct democratic tools in Switzerland
1. Mandatory referendum
2. Optional referendum
3. Popular initiative

2. Use of direct democratic tools at the Federal level
3. Use of direct democratic tools at the Cantonal level
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Outline



• At the federal level:
• Mandatory referendum (Art. 140 Cst)
• Optional referendum (Art. 141 para. 1 Cst)
• Popular initiative (Art. 139 Cst)

• At the cantonal level the democratic rights are more extended (e.g.):
• Financial referendum
• Administration referendum
• Legislative initiative
• …

1. Direct democratic tools in Switzerland



• All proposals for constitutional amendments and important 
international treaties are subject to a mandatory referendum.
• Requirement for a «double majority», i.e. it must be approved by a 

majority of those who vote (electorate) and a majority of the 26 
cantons (Art. 142 para. 2 Cst).
• Examples: 
• UN membership
• Voting age 18

1.1 Mandatory referendum



• It refers to ordinary legislation (any bill approved by the Federal Assembly).
• Any 50,000 Swiss citizens (or eight cantons) may request an optional 

referendum to contest a new or revised law.
• 50’000 signatures have to be collected within 100 days. If this happens, a 

popular vote must be held.
• A simple majority of the Swiss electorate decides to reject or accept the 

bill.
• Examples:

• Motherhood insurance
• Abortion to go unpunished

1.2 Optional referendum



• 100,000 Swiss citizens can, by signing a formal proposition within 18 
months,
• Demand a partial or complete amendment of the Federal Constitution
• Propose the alteration or removal of an existing provision

• Constitutionalized procedure: 1) Initiative is deposed at the Federal 
Chancellery, which checks the validity of the signatures 2) Initiative is 
discussed by the Federal Council and the Parliament. They may draw 
up an alternative propositions (=counterproposal) or formulate more 
precise proposition, 3) Initiatives (and their eventual 
counterproposal) are presented simultaneously to the popular vote.

1.3 Popular initiative



• If a partial amendment of the Federal Constitution is demanded, then 
a double majority of the Swiss people and of the Cantons is required.
• Examples:
• Lifelong detention of violent criminals
• Forty-hour work week
• Abolition of the army

1.3 Popular initiative



Source: Vatter 
(2020: 361)

ü û

2. Use of democratic tools at the federal level



Source: Bühlmann (2018: 135)
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2. Use of democratic tools at the cantonal level
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