
Sustainable fiscal policy

Brief summary
Healthy public finances are a prerequisite in order to be able to react to 
political challenges. The Confederation pursues a sustainable fiscal poli-
cy that aims to ensure room for manoeuvre for future generations. This 
should be achieved with a balanced federal budget in the medium term 
and a low debt ratio. It was for this reason that the debt brake was in-
troduced for ordinary expenditure in 2003 and was supplemented with 
a rule for extraordinary expenditure in 2010. A sustainable fiscal policy 
also features a receipts and expenditure structure that fosters growth and 
prosperity. Structural reforms such as the Confederation’s task evaluation 
are aimed at achieving this. 

The debt brake
The debt brake, which is anchored in the Constitution, regulates the  
federal budget and was applied for the first time to the 2003 budget. It 
prevents structural deficits and thereby an increase in debt. The introduc-
tion of the debt brake marked the start of a success story as regards fis-
cal policy, and also serves as a blueprint for other countries. Since 2006, it 
has been possible to achieve substantial surpluses in the ordinary budget 
and reduce federal debt by approximately CHF 18 billion. In 2013, gross 
debt as a percentage of GDP (gross debt ratio) stood at 16.8%. 

The cornerstone of the debt brake consists of a simple rule: ordinary  
expenditure may not exceed receipts over an economic cycle. The Con-
federation must generate a surplus during a strong economy, while  
expenditure may exceed receipts during bad economic times. The effect 
of the rule is independent of the amount of the tax burden. It allows for 
both tax increases and decreases, and in the past few years it has enabled 
various tax reforms that have been significant for growth and the distri-
bution of income and assets. Extraordinary expenditure has also been 
subject to a rule since 2010. Consequently, it can no longer lead to an  
increase in debt.

Budget consolidation
In order to be able to guarantee a balanced budget also in the medium 
term, in the current legislative period new medium-term priorities are to 
be set for expenditure policy, while structural reforms will be developed 
for application across the entire spectrum of tasks of the Confederation. 
The task evaluation project covered both these aspects for the period from 
2008 to 2015: on the one hand, target growth rates were defined for  
total expenditure and for expenditure by task area; at the same time, a 
structural reform package was put together. The 2014 consolidation and 
task evaluation package, which was planned as a follow-up programme, 
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failed before Parliament during the 2013 winter session. However, the Na-
tional Council Finance Committee resumed the deliberations on the origi-
nal consolidation and task evaluation package in February 2015 and is  
calling for additional savings measures.

If a deficit should emerge despite the medium-term planning and structural 
evaluation of federal tasks, the Federal Council can deploy short-term aus-
terity measures to ensure a balanced budget and compliance with the debt 
brake. 

Swiss government finances by international standards
Switzerland’s public finances (Confederation, cantons, communes and social 
insurance) come out at the top in an international comparison. While some 
governments around the world are being confronted with massively in-
creasing debt burdens, Switzerland’s public debt has actually been reduced. 
Coming in at 34.2%, its debt ratio with reference to the Maastricht criteria 
is well below the 60% mark which is important for the euro area. The gap 
widened again in 2014.

Report on the long-term sustainability of public finances in Switz-
erland
Fiscal policy increasingly has to deal with the challenges of the future. For 
that reason, the Confederation has long-term sustainability reports pre-
pared which set out the implications of foreseeable demographic trends 
for Switzerland’s public finances in the long term. The second issue, which 
looks ahead as far as 2060, was published in 2012. 

In the baseline scenario, demographic-dependent expenditure for the gen-
eral government sector increases from 18.4% of GDP in 2009 to 22.3% in 
2060. When the additional burden is distributed among the individual gov-
ernment levels, the bulk of the impact at the federal level is on the social  
security system (old-age and survivors’ insurance). Among the cantons, the 

increase is due mainly to expenditure on health and long-term care. Conse-
quently, the debt ratio would rise to over 130% of GDP by 2060. The chal-
lenge here for policy makers is to counter this trend.
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