6.   TRADE REGULATIONS, CUSTOMS AND STANDARDS

-     Trade Barriers, Including Tariffs and Non-Tariff Barriers

With the possible exception of agricultural products, Swiss barriers to trade are more an annoyance than a major roadblock.  Concerns for exporters include:

Agricultural Products: Until July 1, 1995, Switzerland's highly subsidized agricultural sector operated behind a variety of import restrictions -- licensing, quotas, supplementary import charges, variable levies, conditional import rules, import calendars, and the like.  Prices of most agricultural imports were raised to domestic levels by variable import duties and specific non-tariff requirements on importers of agricultural products.  A wide variety of U.S. agricultural products felt the effects of these barriers.

According to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) estimates, these policies resulted in Switzerland having one of the most highly protected agricultural sectors in the world.  While Swiss consumers have one of the highest levels of per capita expenditures for food, totaling over $4,000 per year, and Switzerland imports about $6 billion of agricultural products per year, structural impediments in the Swiss market and high tariffs restrict imports.  As a result, Switzerland poses particular challenges to U.S. agricultural exporters, exemplified by the fact that currently less than 5 percent of agricultural imports are shipped from the United States.

In recent years, Swiss agricultural policy has been reformed in order to be consistent with international  (WTO) commitments.  Most non-tariff measures have been converted into tariffs, export subsidies continue to be reduced, and domestic support payments have been de-linked from production. With greater transparency on the import regimes, U.S. exporters of agricultural products may have new market opportunities as a result of these changes.  

Food Retailing System: A continuing obstacle to U.S. exporters, particularly those of high value products, is the food retailing system.  Two retail giants who account for nearly half of grocery sales dominate the retail market.  U.S. exporters are disadvantaged by this system because the two food chains emphasize their own store brand products and favor products from their own processing plants.  They are devoted primarily to in-house brands, followed by international brands to which they have exclusive marketing rights in Switzerland.        

Swiss Cartels: Cartels in Switzerland used to be the subject of critical comments at regular intervals by the OECD.  Indeed, cartels had been playing a significant anti-competitive role until the introduction of the new Swiss Cartel Law in June 1995.  The law aimed, in particular, at breaking up so-called hard cartels that included price fixing and/or territorial and quantity allocations.  WEKO (Wettbewerbskommission), a special 14 -member commission, was established to enforce the new law.  Many well-known cartels, as a result, have disappeared.  Prominent examples are the so-called "beer cartel," the "tobacco cartel," or the "chocolate cartel."  Companies in the pharmaceutical and fossil fuel industries also have been scrutinized as well as legal and medical services.  Consumer organizations have shown, however, that there is still a long way to go.  The Swiss Federal Government, as a result and in connection with a proposed revision of the existing antitrust legislation, has toughened the anti-cartel law.  The new law will give WEKO more power and allow sanctions as of the first offense.  Previously, sanctions could be applied only if caught a second time.  Fines can now be as high as 10 percent of a company's total revenues in the past three years.  In addition, all industry lobbyists will be removed from WEKO, which will be reduced to seven members.  WEKO also will be permitted to call witnesses and to conduct searches.  On June 12, 2003, the Swiss parliament adopted a revised competition bill, which is expected to enter into force by April 1, 2004.  

Agricultural products are similarly affected by cartel practices. The marketing of many domestic farm products, and of competing imports, is controlled by cartel-like organizations of producers, wholesalers, processors, and retailers.  Prior to Switzerland's implementation of its Uruguay Round commitments in 1995, these organizations were frequently behind non-tariff import restrictions, with government support.  These groups will continue to play an important role in formulating import policy.

Complaints regarding the system come primarily from consumer groups because once a producer or exporter (through a distributor) joins a cartel, the protection afforded is appealing. The new Swiss Cartel Law entered into force on July 1, 1996, and aims (per legal measures patterned on European Union competition policy) to stop anti-competitive practices on the part of "hard cartels".  The so-called "soft cartels," however, may continue to enjoy dominant market share as long as they do not indulge in abusive practices such as price fixing or territorial or quantity allocation.  The Swiss definition of a cartel remains unchanged under the new law and adheres to the EU definition of “market power.”  In general, the Competition Commission considers vertical agreements with less than 20% of market share as insignificant, whereas others potentially face a fine.  Cartels with over 50% market share will most definitely be fined.

-     Customs Regulations

Imported goods from the United States are subject to regular Swiss customs duties at the time of their importation. There is no specific free trade agreement between Switzerland and the USA.

-     Tariff Rates

Generally speaking, Swiss duties are "specific" rather than "ad valorem". The customs duty varies according to the item imported; the Swiss customs tariff uses the Harmonized System (HS) for the classification of goods. Customs duties are levied per 100 kilograms of gross weight, unless some other method of calculation is specified in the tariff (e.g. per unit, per meter, per liter). The gross dutiable weight includes the actual weight of the goods and their packaging, including the weight of any fixing material and supports on which the goods are placed.

-     Custom Broker's Fees

These are subject to negotiation but some typical fees are listed below:

-     Arrival costs (when shipped by air) SF 4.00/100 kg gross (for unloading aircraft payable to airport administration)

· Costs for customs clearance, if picked up at customs:

	- 20 kg


20 - 50 kg


50 - 100 kg


100 - 200 kg


200 - 300 kg


900 - 1000 kg

                              Over 1000 kg

              for every additional  100 kg                                     
	SF. 80.00

89.00

98.00

107.00

116.00

179.00

+ 5.50


 If items are not picked up at customs (and are forwarded by the broker), there is an additional 1 SF per parcel or a minimum of SF 10 per shipment. 

-
Truck deliveries: depending on weight and distance

(E.g. up to 20 kg within a distance of 20 km costs SF 34.50)

These are the usual costs that are invoiced by the customs broker.  Additional costs will arise if the customs broker advances funds, to be reimbursed by the recipient including the following:

-    for freight charges: additional 2 % or min. SF 5.00

-
for customs duties: additional 2 % or min. SF 5.00

-
for VAT: 0.5 % or min. SF 2.00


Fees for special services if applicable:

	-
precious metal control

· veterinarian inspection

· 
plant inspection

-
weight control

-
inspection of dangerous shipments
	per shipment

per shipment

per shipment

per 100 kg
	SF 39.00

SF 39.00

SF 39.00

SF 03.40

SF 34.00


· Extra time charges (applicable for special shipments that require a considerable amount of time for inspections, unloading, unpacking, weight control etc.)

	-   minimum

-
1 man/hour

-
1 man/1/2 hour
	SF 39.00

SF 78.00

SF 3900


-
Definite clearance after provisional clearance:

(goods, which are subject to further customs procedures before the customs charges can be determined, are given provisional clearance)


per document = SF 37.00

-
Geleitschein (free-pass certificate)

Goods which are to be re-exported or transported to another customs office or a customs warehouse may be cleared on the basis of a "Geleitschein" or free-pass certificate.

	-    minimum

-
maximum
	SF 10.00

SF 100.00


	-    prolongation of free passes:

-    Precious shipments

-    Clearance outside customs opening hours

-    Clearance on Sundays or public holidays
	per document

extra charge

extra charge

extra charge
	SF 70.00

100 %

100 %

200 %


The above fees are based on one major customs broker in Switzerland, however, these prices may vary from broker to broker.

- 
Import Taxes Including Value Added Taxes, Purchase Taxes, Uplifts and Surcharges, and Provincial Taxes

Value Added Tax: Imported goods and services are also subject to a VAT. The standard VAT rate is 7.6 percent, although there is a reduced rate of 2.4 percent for certain goods and services, such as foodstuffs, agricultural products (meats, cereals, plants, seed and flowers), medicine and drugs, newspapers, magazines, books and other printed materials as well as on services of radio and TV companies.  Domestically produced goods pay the same rates.

The VAT will be levied at the border and is usually prepaid by the customs broker/freight forwarder who maintains an account with the Swiss Customs Administration (Oberzolldirektion). Some important Swiss importers maintain their own account. 

If a foreign company sells services for more than SF. 75,000 into Switzerland it is liable to pay VAT of 7.6 % and should register with the 

Eidg. Finanzdepartement

Mehrwertsteuer (VAT)

Schwarztorstrasse 50

3003 Bern

Tel. (41-31) 325 75 75

Excise Taxes: Excise taxes are charged on certain goods such as cigarettes and spirits.  There are also some special charges for "storage" in the case of various feeds and grains.

More information about excise taxes can be obtained from:

For the importation of spirits:

Federal Administration of Alcohol

Länggasstrasse 31

CH-3005 Bern, Switzerland

Tel. (41-31) 309 12 11, Fax. (41-31) 309 15 00

For the importation of wine as well as other agricultural products:

Federal Office of External Economic Affairs

Division Import-Export

Zieglerstrasse 30

CH-3000 Bern, Switzerland

Tel. (41-31) 322 23 61

Fax. (41-31) 322 78 55

Quotas: The allocation of import quotas for agricultural products varies from product to product; while some import quotas are auctioned, others are coupled with a domestic purchase requirement.

Environmental Taxes: Environmental taxes on imported items are collected by the importer/distributor on behalf of the competent government agencies and are known as "prepaid elimination fees."  All environmental taxes are included in the final retail prices and, as a result, are borne by the consumers.  Environmental taxes are used, in particular, to cover recycling costs and are presently applied on:

-
cars : SF 40 per unit

-
bottles and cans depending on the material (aluminum, recyclable pet-labeled, glass etc.)

-
office and consumer electronics (based upon a voluntary industry agreement with SWICO (Schweizerischer Wirtschaftsverband der Informations-, Kommunikations- und Organisationstechnik)


Badenerstrasse 356


CH-8040 Zurich, Switzerland 


Tel:  (41-1) 492 48 48


Fax: (41-1) 492 35 09

-
Batteries depending on type and weight (a voluntary industry agreement was replaced by a federal decree as of January 1999).

-
VOC (Volatile Organic Compounds) SF 3.00 per kilogram (the goal being to eliminate VOC’s wherever possible).

For further information on environmental taxes, please contact:

Bundesamt für Umwelt 

Wald & Landschaft (Environmental Protection Agency)

Papiermühlestrasse 172

CH-3063 Ittigen/Bern, Switzerland 

Tel:  (41-31) 322 93 11

Fax: (41-31) 322 79 58 

-     Import License Requirements

Import licenses are required only for a limited number of products.  These generally fall into two categories -- measures to protect local agriculture production, and measures of state control.  To protect the agriculture sector and to maintain a degree of independence in case external supplies get cut off, Switzerland imposes quantitative restrictions on agricultural imports.  Products under these restrictions include cattle, meat, milk and dairy products, indigenous fresh fruit and vegetables, seasonal cut flowers, cereals and forage products, wine and grape juice.

Products subject to a quota may not be imported without import licenses, which are granted only to importers based in Switzerland.  Most quotas vary from year to year according to the size of harvests, volume of stocks and market requirements.

Import licenses are also required for certain products not subject to quotas, but which are covered by special regulations concerned with public health, plant health, quarantine (plants), veterinary regulations and regulations concerning the protection of species, safety measures, price control (for certain textile products), and measures for the protection of the Swiss economy and public morality.  Such import licenses are again issued only to persons and firms domiciled in Switzerland.

-     Temporary Goods Entry Requirements

Goods imported from abroad, which are to be re-exported or transported to another customs office or a customs warehouse may be cleared on the basis of a "Begleitschein" or free-pass certificate.  The importer must apply for the certificate from the Customs Administration and provide security for the customs charges applicable to the imported goods.  The certificate must be presented to customs within the stipulated time, together with the goods in unchanged condition for re-export.

Goods transiting Switzerland must be declared for clearance at the point-of-entry customs office, covered by a national or international transit document (bond note, TIR carnet, T1/T2 dispatch declaration, or international waybill).  These goods must be re-exported intact within the designated time limit.  No transit duties or fees are levied. 

A transit permit is required only for narcotic drugs, armaments, and nuclear fuels and their residues.  In the case of direct transit by rail, the railway authorities guarantee duties and taxes.  The issuing authority is the guarantor of road transit covered by a TIR carnet.  A surety or financial deposit is required for transit covered by a bond note or transit through the EU covered by a T1/T2 dispatch declaration.

Goods temporarily imported or exported for processing or repair may be eligible for customs favored treatment.  Reduction in duty or duty-free treatment can be granted when justified by economic interests of Swiss industry.  Authorization is granted only to residents who do the processing or repair themselves, or commission a third party. Authorization is for particular goods that are to undergo specified processing.  Special conditions may be imposed for customs handling and supervision.

Goods for display at public exhibitions are eligible for free passage (Freipass) through Swiss customs.  Certification from the trade fair authorities that the goods are entering Switzerland for the exhibition is usually required.  Exhibition goods must be re-exported within a month of the end of the exhibition.  If the goods are sold to a Swiss resident off the exhibition floor, the buyer incurs a liability for the customs charges.  Almost all fairgrounds have a customs office on site and charges can be easily handled.

-     Special Import/Export Requirements and Certifications

All imported or exported goods must be presented to the appropriate customs office and declared for clearance.  Goods imported into Switzerland must be declared to customs within the following time limits from arrival in the country: by road, 24 hours; river, 48 hours; rail, 7 days; and by air, 7 days.  The importer may examine goods before submitting them for clearance. For Swiss customs purposes, an ordinary commercial invoice in duplicate or triplicate is considered sufficient documentation.  The invoice should contain the following details: description of the products and packaging, gross and net weight of each package, quantity (in metric terms), country of origin, and value CIF (cost, insurance and freight) to the Swiss border.  As Swiss duties are specific, indication of value is required only for statistical purposes. No consular or other stamp is required.

A certificate of origin is not normally required.  An exception is if preferential duty rates are requested.  Additionally, a certificate of origin may be required for health reasons (meats and plants) or for reasons of quality control (appellation wine).

Special health certificates, stamped by the competent authorities of the country of origin, are required for the import of horses, bovine animals, farm animals, certain domestic animals, bees and eggs for hatching, as well as for meat, game, seafood, beeswax and comb honey.  Official plant health certificates of the country of origin must accompany shipments of some vegetables, fresh fruits and wild plants.

Swiss importers are normally cooperative in informing the exporter of Swiss requirements, and in assisting in meeting those requirements from the Swiss side.   

-     Labeling Requirements

Swiss labeling requirements apply mostly to food products.  False descriptions are strictly prohibited.  As a rule, the label or packaging for sale to consumers must indicate the specific name of the product (in French, German or Italian), metric measure, sales price and unit price, weight of each component in the case of mixed products, and ingredients and additives in decreasing order of weight.  All particulars of weight and measurements must comply with the regulations of the Federal Measurement Office (Eidg. Amt fuer Messwesen).  

The Foodstuffs Ordinance specifies additional information that must be provided in the case of certain products, such as the name of the manufacturer or distributor, country of origin of the product, and 'use by' date.  A growing number of distributors prefer to provide additional information on their labels, such as the 'EAN code' for computerized data retrieval, and/or the nutritional or energy value of the product.

Switzerland’s food law is in general conformity with European Union food law.  According to Swiss regulators, all standards are equal to or less strict than EU standards, except for aflatoxins, microtoxins, and certain pesticides such as the level of pesticides in water for drinking and food processing. The regulations cover all food products as well as tobacco and packaging and labeling standards. 

-     Testing and Certification

Switzerland imposes technical standards and testing and labeling requirements for certain products; Swiss electrical safety standards (SEV-Standards) require that electrical equipment be tested before it can be marketed; tests may be costly and time-consuming.  In most cases, procedures can be simplified for those manufacturers whose equipment has already been cleared in another country participating in the CENELEC (European Committee for Electro-technical Standardization) Certification Agreement (CCA).  Other certifying requirements apply to drugs (prescription and over-the-counter), which must receive approval from the inter-cantonal drug commission.  Imported products must also be labeled in all three official languages (German, French, and Italian).  As of October 1, 1995, individuals living in Switzerland have been able to import one US-made car of a single model type per year for personal use only, with (in most cases) only minor modifications, testing, and specifications requirements.  An information sheet on the procedures is available from the Embassy’s Commercial Section.

-     Prohibited Imports

Strictly speaking, there are no prohibited imports in licit, commercial trade with Switzerland. The Swiss method of controlling unwanted imports is through the imposition of restrictions, quotas and other rules and regulations such as detailed in other parts of this section.

-     Warranty and Non-warranty Repairs

In general, warranty of one year is offered for the following products:

     - Electrical household goods (except spare parts)

     - Electrical consumer goods (except spare parts)

Televisions, PCs, refrigerators generally have a warranty of 2 to 3 years depending upon agreement.  The same applies to automobiles.  Spare parts are always excluded. 

Non-warranty products are toys, food and clothing. 

-     Export Controls

The Government of Switzerland regulates the export, import, and transit of goods usable for civilian and military purposes and is an active member of all major export control regimes, including the Wassenaar Arrangement (WA), the Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR), the Nuclear Supplier Group (NSG), the Australia Group (AG) and the Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC). 

The Office of Export Controls and Sanctions within the Swiss Secretariat for Economic Affairs (SECO) is responsible for implementation of Swiss commitments pursuant to the multilateral export control regimes and can deny an export license if there is reason to assume that goods proposed for export would:

a.   be used for the development, production, or use of biological or chemical weapons;

b.   serve for the development, production, or use of nuclear weapons or of an unmanned missile for the delivery of nuclear, biological or chemical weapons or the proliferation of such weapons; 

c.   contribute to the conventional armaments of a state, which, by its behavior, endangers regional or global security.

Switzerland became a UN member in 2002 and follows UN sanctions of export licensing controls. In certain cases, where there is a high likelihood of diversion of goods to WMD or missile uses, the Government of Switzerland applies the “catch-all” provisions of its export control law to deny export of goods not specifically included on any export control list.

The Government of Switzerland regularly cooperates with the U.S. and other governments to avoid the diversion of Swiss exports for use in weapons of mass destruction (WMD) or missile uses, and it has taken steps to tighten its export controls in recent years.  The U.S. and Swiss Governments have recently discussed the need to improve mechanisms for minimizing the risk that Swiss firms might be used as intermediaries for illicit transactions with entities of proliferation-risk and to strengthen Swiss monitoring and enforcement of export regulations.  Accordingly, the Governments of Switzerland and the U.S. have recently initiated an export control dialogue as part of the U.S.-Swiss Joint Economic Commission (JEC).   The first meeting of the U.S.-Swiss Export Control Dialogue took place in Washington, D.C. in July 2001. Follow up meetings took place in late 2001 and 2002, including a meeting between senior officials in Bern in May 2002.  These meetings have served to move forward discussions on ways to strengthen the Wassenaar Agreement and other WMD control systems.
More detailed information about specific Swiss export control regulations is available on-line at: www.seco.admin.ch.   

-     Standards

The umbrella organization for Swiss standards is the Schweizerische Normen-Vereinigung (SNV, or Swiss Standards Association), a private, nonprofit association under Swiss law that groups Swiss governmental and private agencies and firms for the purpose of developing industrial standards and technical regulations.  Certification rests with a variety of governmental and private agencies such as the Swiss Association of Machinery Manufacturers (Swissmem), Swiss Association of Electrical Apparatus Manufacturers (SEV), Federal Health Office, and the Swiss Post.  (See Chapter 11 for addresses.)

The SNV is, in turn, a member of the International Standards Organization (ISO) in Geneva, in which some 2,000-industry associations worldwide participate in the establishment of a system of quality management and recommendations.  In its Series 9000, ISO has issued recommendations aimed at introducing some 20 issues in basic processes dealing with quality testing and management for manufactured products.

Swiss industry is increasingly adopting ISO 9000 standards.  More Swiss producers are seeking certification, even though the European Union does not yet recognize Swiss certification according to ISO standards.  To overcome this, Swiss exporters are turning to agents or their own subsidiaries in the EU to obtain equivalent certification under the EN 29000 series of European Quality Management Standards, or double certification through an international network of private quality management associations.

Swiss industries incorporating U.S. components in their end products, especially in machinery and instrumentation (key Swiss export commodities), increasingly specify ISO 9000 standards for imports.  Under the EN 29000 directives issued by the EU, the equivalent ISO 9000 series of norms are becoming a sales factor in the EU, and in Switzerland, even when not explicitly stated.

In the service sector, the Swiss banking industry and financial institutions are gradually looking at ISO's Series 9001 recommendations, which deal with product or service development and design, as well as with training.  The ISO Series 9001-9003 recommend specific approaches and processes in systematic quality control.  9003 concentrates on end testing.  Among the 1,000 Swiss organizations that have been certified so far, two banking giants, Union Bank of Switzerland and Swiss Bank Corporation, were the first to seek certification under the 9001 series.

An increasing number of Swiss and other European (particularly German and Scandinavian) manufacturing companies are seeking environmental certification according to ISO 14001 standards as a complement to ISO 9000. An unexpected benefit of the environmental ISO 14001 certification process is the uncovering and elimination of waste in manufacturing, procurement, storage and waste management (recycling). ISO 14001 certification also covers compliance with the growing number of environmental standards and greatly facilitates the introduction of new-to-market products.

However, and at least as important as the above-mentioned regulatory aspects, the resulting certification can be used in novel marketing techniques.  Leading marketing specialists have found ISO 14001 to be an effective marketing tool, particularly in environmentally conscious and sensitive markets like Switzerland, Germany or the Scandinavian countries. The two main Swiss supermarket chains COOP and MIGROS, for example, have introduced a whole range of products manufactured by means of environmentally "friendly" processes and materials. Although somewhat more expensive, these product groups are the fastest growing. This trend, which is still in its beginning phase, is expected to take on significant dimensions in the years to come. 

American manufacturers and exporters should be aware of this development and may wish to consider (while preparing for ISO 9000 certification) combining it with ISO 14001 certification (which may result in considerable cost savings). 

Swiss industry, trade and quality management associations, as well as official agencies such as the Swiss Federal Testing Agency EMPA recommend or conduct audits.  Switzerland is also represented within the private European Organization for Testing and Certification Group (EOTC).  A system of joint audits offering reciprocal treatment has been introduced between participating quality control associations in different European countries under the so-called E-Q-NET (European Network for Quality System, Assessment and Certification).  In addition, reciprocity for quality management certification is on the agenda of negotiations between the government of Switzerland and the EU.

-     Free Trade Zones/Warehouses

There are no free trade zones per se in Switzerland, but there are four ways of maintaining goods not cleared through customs -- free ports, federal bonded warehouses, private bonded warehouses, and in transit in the Rhine River port of Basel.  Free ports are considered extraterritorial, and goods may be stored indefinitely without customs inspection.  Goods may be unpacked and repacked, as well as undergo certain processing such as analysis, sorting, mixing and sampling.  Major processing resulting in changes of tariff classification may be undertaken only with customs authorization.  One or more free ports exist in or near virtually every major city around the country.

Federal bonded warehouses, considered to be on Swiss customs territory, are subject to stricter regulations.  Goods stored are under customs control, involving registration of arrivals and departures.  Storage may not exceed five years, and only processing essential for the preservation of the goods may be undertaken.  There are some dozen federal bonded warehouses.  In June 2003, the Swiss parliament passed a law regulating the return of looted cultural objects.  The legislation establishes a federal registry to restrict the export of some cultural goods and will make it mandatory to declare all cultural goods stored in Swiss bonded warehouses.
Companies to store goods not cleared for free circulation through customs operate private bonded warehouses.  Only wholesale traded goods are generally accepted.  An import license or customs clearance note must be shown when goods covered by import restrictions or quotas are imported and cleared through customs for storage in a private bonded warehouse.  Clearance for private storage is on the basis of a bond note, testifying to a cash deposit or bond to cover eventual customs charges.  

The Rhine River port of Basel has transit warehouses for grain and similar goods for mass consumption; storage time is unlimited.  Similar goods imported by ship in quantities of at least 12 tons may be stored for up to two years.  Liquid fuels in transit are also stored. 

-     Membership in Free Trade Associations

Switzerland is a member of the European Free Trade Area.  EFTA members (currently Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway, and Switzerland) maintain their own external tariffs, although tariff duties on trade in industrial products among member countries have been eliminated.  EFTA countries have free trade agreements with the European Union, Romania, Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Bulgaria, Estonia, Lithuania, Israel and Turkey, and soon Canada providing duty-free trade in industrial goods and certain farm and fisheries products.  Additional such agreements are foreseen for Slovenia, Albania, Macedonia, Egypt, Malta, Morocco, Tunisia, Cyprus, the Palestinian Authority, Jordan and Lebanon.  Preferential or duty-free rates apply to goods imported from the EU-EFTA free trade area when an importer makes a request on the import declaration and produces a certificate of origin.  The Swiss also accord tariff preferences under the GSP to developing countries.

In December 1992, the Swiss population voted against joining the European Economic Area (EEA), whose aim is to achieve more complete economic integration between EU and EFTA members.  The reasons for the rejection were many and varied, but the opposition was successful in casting the vote as a proxy decision on future EU membership and instinctive fears of abandoning neutrality, ceding sovereignty to Brussels, and an unwanted influx of foreigners prevailed.  A referendum seeking to force the Swiss government to retract the country’s application for EU membership was rejected in May 1997.  The Government has been making a concerted effort to bring Swiss laws and regulations into line with those of the EU, and Switzerland recently concluded a package of seven sectoral agreements with the EU, known as "the Bilaterals" which will afford Switzerland many of the economic advantages that joining the EEA would have; the Bilaterals went into force on June 1, 2002.  Another round of negotiations on further Bilaterals has begun.  While EU membership is the government's stated goal and opinion polls indicate that the population is gradually warming to the idea, any decision to join is still a number of years away.
