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Analysis of the Swiss 
policies bearing  
on the food system

A NRP 69 research group analysed agricultural policies, food 
safety and public health policies, i.e. the policy fields that 
determine how Switzerland’s food system is regulated. Their 
policy analysis concluded that Swiss food safety policies and 
public health policies pursue essentially coherent goals.  
In the much longer established field of agricultural policies,  
there are various conflicting interests. 

6ZLW]HUODQGȄV�IRRG�V\VWHP�LV�ODUJHO\�VKDSHG�E\�WKUHH�GLI-
IHUHQW�SROLF\�ʋHOGV��DJULFXOWXUDO�SROLFLHV��IRRG�VDIHW\�UH-
quirements and public health policies. As part of NRP 69, 
a policy analysisa was conducted to examine these three 
areas. The researchers were interested in the problems 
that policies aim to address, as well as the concrete 
measures employed for this purpose. They distinguished 
three types of measures: regulations that impose nega-
tive sanctions for non-compliance, positive incentives 
and information measures. This chapter summarises 
the results of their analysis.

Agricultural policies come at the beginning of the food 
V\VWHPȄV� YDOXH� FUHDWLRQ� FKDLQ�� ,Q� 6ZLW]HUODQG�� SROLFLHV�
regulate food production in a variety of ways. The two 
main ways are incentives in the form of subsidies and 
regulations. Informal measures such as information 
campaigns are rare.

Many agricultural policy measures pursue several goals 
simultaneously. For example, food production is sup-
ported through subsidies. Other subsidies are used to 
encourage the conservation of natural resources and 
animal welfare. 

The important role of subsidies and regulations and the 
multitude of objectives they pursue can be traced back 
WR�WKH�ORQJ�KLVWRU\�RI�6ZLVV�DJULFXOWXUDO�SROLFLHV�DQG�WKH�
strong role of the federal government.

There are political instruments employed in agricultur-
al policies that aim at limiting the environmental im-
pact of agricultural production. The instruments used to 
pursue this goal are relatively new and/or of a rather 
non-binding nature.

$V�D�SROLF\�ʋHOG��IRRG�VDIHW\�HPEUDFHV�DOO�PHDVXUHV�LQ-
tended to ensure that food can be consumed safely. 
6XFK�PHDVXUHV�FRYHU�WKH�HQWLUH�IRRG�YDOXH�FKDLQ��IURP�
food production and distribution through to consump-
tion. Food safety is primarily guaranteed by strict leg-
LVODWLRQ�DQG�FRQWURO�V\VWHPV��6ZLVV�IRRG�VDIHW\�SROLFLHV�
DUH�UHODWLYHO\�FRKHUHQW�DQG�WKH�6ZLVV�UHJXODWLRQ�LV�IXOO\�
harmonised with the EU. 

Agricultural policies 
with different goals

Coherent food 
safety policy

D��)ULW]�6DJHU�HW�DO���&URVV�VHFWLRQDO�SROLF\�DQDO\VLV��153����

http://www.nrp69.ch/en/projects/cross-cutting-projects/policy-analysis
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Switzerland’s food system is largely shaped 
by three different policy fields.

Agricultural policies, food safety requirements 
and public health policies employ different 
measures to address the problems in these areas.

Food
safety

Legislation Control Prevention

Public health 
policies

Information 

Agricultural 
policies

Sanctions Incentives

6LQFH� ODUJH� SDUWV� RI� SXEOLF� KHDOWK� UHSUHVHQW� QHZ� SROL-
F\�ʋHOGV� LQ�6ZLW]HUODQG�DQG�DUH�VWLOO�ʋQGLQJ� WKHLU� IHHW��
not many instruments are yet in place. This may be a 
reason why most efforts to promote a healthy diet are 
information driven23. The information campaigns aim 
to strengthen consumers’ awareness of the need to eat 
healthily and give them the skills to do so.

Responsibility for health promotion in federal 
6ZLW]HUODQG� OLHV� ODUJHO\� ZLWK� WKH� FDQWRQV�� 7KH� 6ZLVV�
1XWULWLRQ�6WUDWHJ\����������24 contains no regulations 
and incentives to establish framework conditions that 
are conducive to healthy eating. As a result, existing 
health policy measures are substantially less binding in 
nature than measures implemented in agricultural or 
food safety policies.

,Q�6ZLW]HUODQG�JHQHUDOO\�RQO\�D�IHZ�UHJXODWLRQV�DQG�LQ-
centives target consumers directly. A limited statutory 
basis prevents the federal government from playing a 
more active role in public health. This means that gov-
ernment agencies must rely on the voluntary coopera-
tion of both the industry and the Cantons in their efforts 
to encourage healthy eating decisions.

Hence, public health policies that actively foster healthy 
QXWULWLRQ�DUH�OHVV�GHYHORSHG�LQ�6ZLW]HUODQG��

The EU has had a comprehensive, non-mandatory 
strategy on nutrition, overweight and obesity-related 
health issues since 2007. A European initiative, vali-
GDWHG�DPRQJVW�RWKHUV�E\�6ZLW]HUODQG��ZDV�DOVR�UHFHQW-
ly launched to reduce the amount of sugar in processed 
foods25. 

7KH�UHVHDUFKHUVȄ�SROLF\�DQDO\VLV�VKRZHG�WKDW�6ZLVV�IRRG�
safety and public health policies pursue essentially co-
KHUHQW� JRDOV��1R�PDMRU� FRQʌLFWV�ZHUH� LGHQWLʋHG�� HLWKHU�
ZLWKLQ�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�SROLF\�ʋHOGV�RU�LQ�LQWHUDFWLRQ�ZLWK�
RWKHU�DUHDV��,Q�DGGLWLRQ��WKHUH�DUH�QR�FRQʌLFWV�LQ�WHUPV�
RI� 6ZLW]HUODQGȄV� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� REOLJDWLRQV� WRZDUGV� WKH�
European Union. 

6ZLVV�DJULFXOWXUDO�SROLFLHV�DUH�OHVV�FRKHUHQW��+HUH��WKH�
policy analysis brought several potential areas of con-
ʌLFW�WR�OLJKW��)RU�LQVWDQFH��DJULFXOWXUDO�SROLFLHV�SXUVXH�
WZR�TXLWH�GLIIHUHQW�REMHFWLYHV��7KH�ʋUVW�LV�WR�LQFUHDVH�DF-
cess to foreign markets. In pursuit of this goal, agree-
ments were negotiated with the European Union on 
partly eliminating or reducing customs tariffs, for ex-
DPSOH��6ZLW]HUODQG�DOVR�KDV�IUHH�WUDGH�DJUHHPHQWV�ZLWK�
individual states.

Measures to promote 
healthy eating 

Conflicting interests 
in the Swiss food 
system’s policies
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However, at the same time, the federal government im-
SRVHV�D�VWULFW�UHJXODWRU\�IUDPHZRUN�RQ�6ZLVV�DJULFXOWXUH�
and makes corrective interventions in the market. This 
latter occurs, for example, when farmers have to com-
ply with certain environmental standards. As a result of 
these partially incoherent agricultural policy goals, indi-
vidual measures need to be continually coordinated.

2Q�WKH�RQH�KDQG��WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�ZDQWV�6ZLVV�DJULFXO-
ture to be able to compete effectively in the European 
single market, yet on the other, it uses comparatively 
stringent regulations to protect domestic producers and 
the environment. Political goals have to be constantly 
adapted to accommodate these incoherencies. 

7KHUH�LV�WKXV�D�FRQʌLFW�EHWZHHQ�IRUHLJQ�WUDGH�DQG�FRP-
PRQ�PDUNHW��6XFK�FRQʌLFWV�DULVH�IRU�H[DPSOH�ZKHQ�DJUL-
cultural policies set out to secure supplies of agricultural 
produce while at the same time demanding higher en-
vironmental standards – in both cases with free market 
FRQGLWLRQV�DV�WKH�XQGHUO\LQJ�SUHPLVH��6XFK�FRQʌLFWV�LQ�
agricultural policies have to be kept carefully balanced.

The researchers regard the numerous cooperation ven-
tures with private-sector partners in all three policy ar-
eas – agriculture, food safety and public health – as a 
IXUWKHU� VRXUFH�RI�SROLWLFDO� WHQVLRQV��6WDNHKROGHUV� VXFK�
as processing companies, major retailers or pressure 
groups – for example environmental organisations, farm-
ing associations or health organisations – play a major 
role in developing and implementing political measures. 
Tensions can arise during partnerships. This calls for 
continual coordination by the state.

Points of tension 
in Swiss agricultural 
policies

Market interventions Free market

There are potential areas of conflict in Swiss 
agricultural policies. On the one hand, the govern-
ment wants Swiss agriculture to be able to compete 
effectively in the European single market, yet on 

the other, it uses comparatively stringent regulations 
to protect domestic producers and the environment. 
Political goals have to be constantly adapted 
to accommodate these incoherencies. 



6564Analysis of the Swiss policies bearing on the food system

Consumers’ influence on political decisions affecting the food 
system is still limited. In order to involve all parties affected, 
the administration and political bodies should involve 
consumers’ representatives in policy decisions at the same 
level they involve food producers and industry representatives 
when shaping the future Swiss food system.

Involve 
consumers 7KH�153���� ȇ&LWL]HQ�FRQVXPHUȈ�SURMHFWb revealed that, 

DOWKRXJK� FRQVXPHUV�KDYH�PRUH� LQʌXHQFH� RQ�QXWULWLRQ�
WKDQ� HYHU� EHIRUH�� WKHLU� LQʌXHQFH� RQ� SROLWLFDO� GHFLVLRQV�
affecting the food system is still limited. 

The research group recommends various measures to 
LQFUHDVH� FRQVXPHUVȄ� LQʌXHQFH� RQ�QXWULWLRQ�UHODWHG�SR-
litical decisions. These include extending the right of 
appeal to consumer protection organisations and giving 
FRQVXPHUV�WKH�ULJKW�WR�ʋOH�FODVV�DFWLRQV��7KH�UHVHDUFK-
HUV�DOVR�VXJJHVW�WKDW�WKH�6WDWH�FRXOG�JLYH�FRQVXPHUV�D�
greater role in public duties, for example in contribut-
LQJ�WR�VSHFLʋF�IRRG�LQVSHFWLRQ�WDVNV�DV�DOUHDG\�GRQH�RQ�
communal level or in creating new entities that could 
constitute a platform for closer cooperation between 
consumers and politics.

Greater say for consumers 
in decisions affecting 
the food system

E��-HDQ�3KLOLSSH�/HUHVFKH�HW�DO���$FFHVV�IRU�FLWL]HQ�
consumers to decisions relating to the sustainability of food 
systems. NRP 69
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