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Sexual and reproductive health

 2 Female genital mutilation
Unicef estimates that some 6,700 women and girls in Switzerland have been,  
or are at risk of being, circumcised. Female genital mutilation has been 
expressly forbidden in Switzerland since September 2011, and mutilation 
performed abroad can also be a punishable offence in this country. Besides this 
ban, there is a need for prevention and awareness campaigns for those directly 
affected and for medical professionals. The Federal Office of Public Health has 
been active in the field for many years.

 2 Sexual health – a human right
The WHO defines sexual health as a state of physical, mental and social well- 
being in relation to sexuality. This definition presupposes the possibility of  
having pleasurable and safe sexual experiences that are free of coercion, 
discrimination and violence. Thus, sexual and reproductive health is bound up 
with sexual rights that have to be understood as human rights. PLANeS, the 
Swiss Foundation for Sexual and Reproductive Health (now SEXUAL HEALTH 
Switzerland), actively supports this goal in Switzerland.

 3 Urgent action against HIV/AIDS
The number of fresh infections among men who have sex with men (MSM) has 
risen every year since 2002. This is because a diagnosis of HIV has lost some 
of its ability to instil fear and, thanks to successful therapies, is increasingly 
perceived as a chronic infection rather than a death sentence. Another reason 
is that many MSM are lulled by a false sense of security and do not use condoms 
when having sex with their long-term partners and regular casual partners. 
The «Urgent Action Plan 2012» is intended to put a brake on this development.
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Female genital mutilation. Female 
circumcision or female genital 
mutilation (FGM) is an issue that 
also affects women and girls living 
in Switzerland. The legal situation 
regarding FGM has recently been 
clarified. The Federal Office of 
Public Health has been cooperating 
for many years with a range of 
partners to promote prevention 
and raise awareness of the FGM 
problem. 

Unicef estimates that some 12,000 mi-
grant women and girls from regions in 
which female genital mutilation is prac-
tised live in Switzerland. Of these, ap-
proximately 6,700 have been, or are at 
risk of being, subjected to FGM. Female 
genital mutilation is a gross violation of 
physical integrity and an infringement 

of international law. The Swiss Parlia-
ment has therefore clarified its legisla-
tion in this area of law, approving the 
ban on FGM in September 2011. Art. 
124 of the Swiss Criminal Code now 
makes it a punishable offense to muti-
late or otherwise impair the genitals of 
women and girls. Moreover, the aim is 
also for genital mutilation performed 
abroad to be treated as a punishable of-
fence in Switzerland. 

Prevention continues  
to be important

But this ban cannot be the only means 
of protecting women and girls against 
FGM. Just as important are prevention 
and awareness campaigns in the com-
munities concerned. In addition, ac-
count has to be taken of the medical, 
psychological and legal needs of those 

affected by FGM. The Federal Office  
of Public Health (FOPH) has been active 
in the field of FGM prevention since 
2003, and has promoted the implemen-
tation of the Roth-Bernasconi motion, 
«Sexual mutilation performed on wom-
en. Awareness and prevention meas-
ures» (2005). In cooperation with vari-
ous organisations it has, for instance, 
helped draw up the guidelines on  
«Patients on whom genital circumcision 
has been performed: Swiss recommen-
dations for physicians, midwives and 
nursing staff», which are designed to 
help healthcare professionals deal ap-
propriately with those affected by FGM. 
Another useful publication is the bro-
chure on prevention produced by Terre 
des Femmes, «We will protect our 
daughters», which was revised and re-
issued in 2010. This provides migrant 

Efforts to protect the integrity of the female body
women with information in their own 
languages about the effects of FGM on 
their health and about the legal situa-
tion in Switzerland with regard to FGM. 
The brochure can be obtained free of 
charge at www.migesplus.ch. 

Caritas Switzerland  
as point of first contact

The mediation service of Caritas Swit-
zerland for preventing circumcision of 
girls is an important initial source of in-
formation on FGM. It receives financial 
support from both the FOPH and the 
Federal Office for Migration. Its services 
comprise in particular:
–  Prevention among the migrant 

population affected by FGM: it 
provides dedicated women and men 
in the migrant communities with 
know-how (individual counselling, 

PLANeS. Sexual and reproductive 
health can and must be protected 
and promoted as a human right. 
PLANeS, the Swiss Foundation for 
Sexual and Reproductive Health (to 
be known as SEXUAL HEALTH 
Switzerland from the end of the 
year), actively supports this goal.

Sexual and reproductive health does not 
imply merely the absence of disease, for 
instance sexually transmitted infections 
such as HIV. The World Health Organi-
zation (WHO) defines sexual health as a 
state of physical, mental and social well-
being in relation to sexuality. It requires 
a positive and respectful approach to 
sexuality and sexual relationships, and 
the possibility of having pleasurable and 
safe sexual experiences, free of coer-
cion, discrimination and violence.

Right to decide for oneself
The Programme of Action approved by 
179 countries, including Switzerland, at 
the UN Conference on Population and 
Development in Cairo in 1994 was a 
milestone in efforts to promote repro-
ductive health. Besides gender equality 
and education, reproductive and sexual 
health was named as a major factor in 
sustainable development, and the focus 
was put on the right of the individual to 
decide freely whether, when and how 
many children to have. This implies the 
right to information and access to safe, 
effective and affordable contraceptive 
agents and to services in sexual and re-
productive healthcare provision.
Thus, sexual and reproductive health is 
bound up with sexual rights that have to 
be understood as human rights. The 
work of PLANeS, the Swiss Foundation 

for Sexual and Reproductive Health, is 
based on this perception. As the accred-
ited Swiss member of the International 
Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF), 
PLANeS subscribes to the IPPF declara-
tion on sexual rights. The declaration is 
a cornerstone of this NGO, the world’s 
largest in the field of sexual and repro-
ductive health and active in over 170 
countries. 

Call for compulsory  
sexual health education 

Young people are an important target 
group of PLANeS, which seeks to ensure 
that they all receive age-appropriate 
sexual health education throughout 
Switzerland. This right is currently un-
der attack in Switzerland. By way of  
response, PLANeS has issued a public 
declaration containing three demands:
1.  The introduction of compulsory sex 

education at all school levels
2.  Enshrining of sex education in the 

school curricula of all cantons
3.  The development of sex education 

programmes on a basis of coopera-
tion between schools, parents and 
sexual health experts

Similar calls have also been voiced by 
the UN’s Economic and Social Council, 
which, on the basis of an evaluation, 
recommends that Switzerland should 
introduce specific programmes on sex 
education and institutionalise them in 
its school curricula.
In Switzerland there are also many other 
issues, for instance pregnancy termina-
tion, which involve the need to defend 
sexual rights. Efforts must also be made 
to ensure that vulnerable groups such as 
migrant women are not disadvantaged 
in matters concerning sexual and repro-
ductive health. Besides these specific  
issues, PLANeS attaches importance to 
ensuring that the protection and promo-
tion of sexual and reproductive health 
are also enshrined in Swiss law, for in-
stance in the new federal law on preven-

tion and health promotion. This could 
prove to be an important basis for a 
comprehensive and long-term Swiss 
sexual health strategy founded on sexual 
and reproductive rights.

From PLANeS to  
SEXUAL HEALTH Switzerland

As the Swiss umbrella organisation for 
cantonal advisory services on family 
planning, pregnancy, sexuality and sex 
education, PLANeS deploys a nation-
wide professional network that helps 
promote sexual and reproductive health 
and achieve progress on the correspond-
ing rights. These cantonal services pro-
vide information and advice on sexual-
ity, partnership and contraception, 
thereby making an important contribu-
tion towards preventing unwanted 
pregnancies and the transmission of 
HIV and other STIs. PLANeS is therefore 
also a partner of the Federal Office of 
Public Health (FOPH) in the implemen-
tation of the National Programme for 
HIV and Other Sexually Transmitted In-
fections (NPHS 2011–2017). PLANeS is 
furthermore responsible for important 

Sexual health necessitates sexual rights

coordination and networking tasks, and 
it manages the web platform www.isis-
info.ch on behalf of the FOPH and issues 
guidelines and brochures. In addition, 
the organisation sets quality standards 
for the training and continuing education 
of professionals in the field of sexual and 
reproductive health, working together 
with the universities of applied sciences 
and awarding appropriate professional 
qualification titles. At the political level, 
PLANeS runs the secretariat of the  
«Cairo+» parliamentary group.
At the international level, PLANeS coop-
erates closely with IPPF – currently as a 
partner of «Countdown 2015 Europe», a 
three-year European project in which 13 
European countries participate under 
the leadership of IPPF and which is fund-
ed by the Bill and Melinda Gates Founda-
tion. PLANeS is to be renamed «SEXUAL 
HEALTH Switzerland» at year-end.

www.plan-s.ch; info@plan-s.ch

Contact: Stefan Boller, 
Prevention and Promotion Section, 
stefan.boller@bag.admin.ch

The PLANeS public declaration and  
call for sex education in schools can be 
signed on the PLANeS website:  
www.plan-s.ch
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Efforts to protect the integrity of the female body
The following statement concerning sexual 
health has caused a particular stir in parts 
of Switzerland in the last few months: «In 
cooperation with the cantons, the aim is to 
integrate age-appropriate sexual health 
education into the curriculum of compulso-
ry and post-compulsory schooling as part of 
health promotion.« This sentence occurs in 
the National Programme on HIV and other 
sexually transmitted infections (NPHS) 
2011–2017, which the Swiss Government 
published a year ago. Since then, certain 
Swiss media have attacked the Federal 
Office of Public Health (FOPH) with such 
headlines as «porn for pre-school kids». 

Yet the FOPH’s desire to make sexual 
health a school subject that is accessible to 
all is driven by noble objectives such as 
equality, justice and non-discrimination. 
The fact is that not all children enjoy the 
same initial and developmental opportuni-
ties with regard to sexual health. This 
injustice constitutes a challenge to society. 
Sexual health is therefore not just a private 
matter, it is also a public issue. 

Over the last year, however, we have had 
to respond on an almost daily basis to a 
stream of angry questions, most of them 
triggered by articles in the «Weltwoche» 
and «Sonntagsblick» weeklies. They do not 
make our everyday work any easier. But is 
it such a bad thing for private individuals to 
meddle in public affairs? Viewed in terms 
of the interesting question as to how a 
society deals with its problems and ad-
dresses future challenges, these voices of 
concerned or outraged members of the 
public can also be rated positively, i.e. as a 
sign that social changes in Switzerland 
enjoy broad support and momentum in 
public discourse or, rather, that the public is 
aware of them and helps shape them. 
There is therefore a constant need to 
negotiate compromises between justified 
private concerns and equally justified public 
interests. 

These insights are dealt with in greater 
depth in a course of study on public health 
that, with support from the FOPH, I have 
been able to complete. I am now leaving 
the FOPH to embark on the «third phase» 
of my life, and I should like to express my 
heartfelt thanks and best wishes to all my 
colleagues in their continued efforts on 
behalf of public health.

Martin Werner
Prevention and Promotion Section
Federal Office of Public Health 

At first hand

New publication: On 1 December 
the Federal Office of Public Health 
issued a brochure entitled «Sex un-
ter Männern: Für eine bessere 
sexuelle Gesundheit 2012» [Sex 
between men: towards better 
sexual health 2012]. This brochure 
reviews the current facts and 
figures on the HIV epidemic among 
gay men and other men who have 
sex with men (MSM). It provides 
the framework of the strategy set 
out in the «Urgent Action Plan 2012». 

The number of new HIV infections 
among gay men and other MSM has 
continuously risen since 2002. This de-
velopment is the outcome of several fac-
tors. On the one hand, a growing num-
ber of gay men and other MSM engage 
in unprotected anal sex with their long-
term partner (most of them take an HIV 
test to exclude an HIV infection) and 
with their regular casual partners. The 
growing trust between regular casual 
partners can cause MSM to stop system-
atically using condoms. Indeed, the 
temptation to abandon the condom use 
naturally arises when regular casual 
partners are also tested negative for HIV. 
These multiple relationships of «trust» 
give rise to a network of individuals who 
are lulled into a «false» sense of security 
and engage in unprotected sexual inter-
course. It then takes only one newly in-
fected member of this network for the 
virus to spread rapidly throughout it. 
One is 20 to 100 times more infectious 
during the first three months of infec-
tion (so called primary HIV infection 
phase) than during the latent phase. It is 
then very easy to transmit HIV in this 
acute phase if the safer sex rules are not 
respected. On the other hand, the grow-
ing effectiveness of antiretroviral treat-
ment and the absence of the threat of 
death, that had always played a preven-
tive role, have led to a «normalisation» 
of HIV and its classification as a chronic 
infection. This process of normalisation 

has encouraged some gay men and oth-
er MSM to stop systematically protect-
ing themselves. 
Although someone taking effective  
therapy is highly unlikely to transmit 
HIV, the beneficial effects of antiretro-
viral therapies appear to be offset by the 
steady increase in risk-taking (i.e. un-
protected anal intercourse with several 
partners). The Federal Office of Public 
Health (FOPH) has commissioned  the 
development of a mathematical model 
that indicates what has driven the HIV 
epidemic to date and evaluates the vari-
ous potential scenarios in the future. 
The results of this model substantiate 
the hypothesis that treatment – even if 
instituted very rapidly – is not sufficient 
to radically reduce the incidence of HIV 
in this target group. The model also ad-
vances the hypotheses that approxi-
mately 13% of MSM are unaware of  
being HIV-positive and are the origin of 
about 80% of the new infections. MSM 
are diagnosed an average of two years 
after their infection, and the number of 
MSM receiving treatment could almost 
double in the next ten years unless cur-
rent prevention activities are adapted.

Urgent Action Plan 2012.
In the light of these findings, the FOPH 
believes that half the new cases of HIV 
transmission stem from subjects in the 
primary infection phase, while a third 
occur in the latent phase, i.e. when the 
infected subjects have emerged from the 
primary infection phase but have not 
(yet) been tested as positive. The re-
maining cases of HIV transmission stem 
from subjects whose infection has been 
diagnosed. This hypothesis prompted 
the FOPH to draw up its MSM strategy, 
«Urgent Action Plan 2012». This strate-
gy encompasses three areas of activity. 
The first aims to break the chain of pri-
mary infections and massively reduce 
the overall viral load in the gay commu-
nity. To achieve this goal the FOPH, with 
the help of its partners, will seek to mo-

tivate gay men and other MSM to active-
ly participate for one month each year in 
lowering their viral load and in reducing 
the risks associated with the setting in 
which they engage in sexual contacts. 
This participation does not necessarily 
mean the  systematic practice of safer 
sex. It can also be expressed in other 
ways, for instance by restricting sexual 
intercourse exclusively to long-term 
partners during the action month, by re-
fraining from trips to large cities in 
Switzerland or elsewhere in Europe 
where there are gay scenes with a high 
prevalence of HIV, or by not using drugs 
that have an influence on risk-taking be-
haviour, etc. The second area of activity 
aims at reducing the time between an 
infection and its diagnosis to twelve 
months. Gay men and other MSM who 
are not into a monogamous relationship 
are  recommended to seek counselling 
testing at least once a year for HIV,  
syphilis, gonorrhea, chlamydia and 
hepatitis. The third area of activity 
seeks to improve the treatment of HIV-
positive subjects and prevent transmis-
sion of the virus to long-term and casual 
sex partners. This area also aims to nor-
malise voluntary information to part-
ners when a sexually transmitted dis-
ease is diagnosed so they can receive 
counselling and testing even in the ab-
sence of symptoms. 

The brochure «Sex unter Männern: Für 
eine bessere sexuelle Gesundheit 2012» 
[Sex between men: towards better sexu-
al health 2012] is available in electronic 
format or can be ordered from: 
www.bag.admin.ch/aids/ or shop@aids.ch

Contact: Steven Derendinger, 
Prevention and Promotion Section, 
steven.derendinger@bag.admin.ch, 
Roger Staub, 
head of Prevention  
and Promotion Section, 
roger.staub@bag.admin.ch

Sex between men – towards better sexual health 

coaching and continuing education) 
and support for regional networking 
activities and for organising preven-
tion events in their communities. 

–  Raising awareness of health profes-
sionals: Caritas Switzerland informs 
and advises healthcare staff and 
institutions on FGM. Contact: Monika 
Hürlimann, tel. 41 (0)41 419 23 55; 
mohuerlimann@caritas.ch

–  Besides reading material and other 
information aids, Caritas Switzerland 
provides multipliable programmes 
and work tools for prevention and 
awareness activities in the migrant 
communities and makes them 
available to the cantonal authorities. 

Knowledge transfer  
to the cantons

On behalf of the FOPH, Caritas Switzer-

land is currently organising knowledge 
transfer to a probable number of three 
cantons with a view to institutionalising 
FGM prevention activities on a sustain-
able basis. Round-table discussions are 
to be used to improve networking 
among the cantonal integration, health, 
social and child protection authorities 
and committed migrants. The aim is to 
inform, and raise the awareness of, the 
cantonal authorities regarding FGM, so 
that they can acquire the know-how and 
contacts required for them to carry out 
prevention work in cooperation with 
migrant women and men and with pro-
fessionals.

Contact: Sabina Hösli, 
National Migration and Public Health 
Programme, Health Policy Directorate, 
sabina.hoesli@bag.admin.ch Copyright Caritas Schweiz
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Mini-series: The National 
Prevention Programmes  

spectra will be highlighting the achieve-
ments in the major national prevention 
programmes organised by the FOPH:
spectra 88 – September 2011
National Tobacco Programme
spectra 89 – November 2011
National Programme on Diet and 
Physical Activity
spectra 90 – January 2012
National Alcohol Programme
spectra 91 – March 2012
Third package of drug-related measures
spectra 92 – May 2012
National HIV and STI Programme

National Programme on Alcohol 
2008–2012. The vision of the NPA 
2008–2012 is: «Those who con-
sume alcohol do so in such a way 
that it is not harmful to them or 
others». The seminal programme 
of Switzerland’s policy on alcohol 
has now been running for three 
years. Progress to date.

About 80% of Switzerland’s population 
drink alcohol without incurring any 
problems. But for between 250,000 and 
300,000 people alcohol is not a pleasur-
able but an addictive substance. Nowa-
days one fifth of 15 year olds regularly 
drink alcohol. Alcohol causes numerous 
health-related and social problems and 
economic costs amounting to billions. 
The National Programme on Alcohol 
2008–2012 (NPA) – the first of its kind – 
aims to control excessive alcohol con-
sumption and its consequences (see 
«Main NPA goals»). In the first two years 
of the Programme its basic principles 
were laid down and its organisation and 
content defined. Many projects were 
tackled and implemented. Below is a re-
view of the NPA’s most important activi-
ties and the outlook for the future.

Networking and coordination 
The NPA comprises some 30 different ac-
tivities in ten areas of action which are im-
plemented by the cantons under the aegis 
of different federal offices and national or-
ganisations. Coordination of the meas-
ures and partners is the responsibility of 
the Federal Office of Public Health (FOPH), 
in cooperation with the Swiss Alcohol 
Board (SAB), the Swiss Commission for 
Problems Linked to Alcohol and the Swiss 
Conference of Cantonal Health Ministers 
(GDK). An important achievement of the 

first two years has been the successful 
networking of the government offices, or-
ganisations and specialist units involved, 
to which the KAP and KAP-plus confer-
ences have contributed (KAP = cantonal 
action plans against alcohol). The KAP 
conferences are important platforms for 
the intercantonal exchange of ideas and 
experience and are used intensively. A 
high level of networking among all players 
is essential for ensuring the flow of infor-
mation, exploitation of synergies and bun-
dling of resources. All national organisa-
tions active in the alcohol prevention field 
had already been involved in the drawing-
up process of the NPA in order to ensure 
a shared approach. 

Focus on youth protection
A key goal of the NPA has been to pro-
tect young people from the harmful ef-
fects of early and/or excessive consump-
tion of alcohol. And with good reason: 
every year, approximately 2000 adoles-
cents are treated in hospital for alcohol 
poisoning, and 21% of 15 year olds 
drink beer at least once a week, while 
40% have already been drunk at least 
once. A number of new prevention ser-
vices to protect young people have been 
launched. The Swiss Addiction Informa-
tion Foundation has drawn up new 
teaching material on the subject of alco-
hol for different educational levels, e.g. 
the teaching aid «Alcohol in the body» 
for high-school pupils. The SAJV (Swiss 
federation of youth associations) offers 
workshops for the heads of youth organ-
isations at which they learn how self-
reflection and a responsible way of deal-
ing with alcohol can be promoted in 
young people. In addition, a manual has 
been issued for carrying out test pur-
chases that determine whether age limits 
on the sale of alcohol are observed. En-
forcement of youth protection laws con-
tinues to be a key concern of the NPA.

Funding procedure  
and research studies

An improved procedure for handling 
funding proposals from alcohol preven-
tion projects was introduced at national 

level in 2010. A committee of experts ex-
amines the submissions and draws up 
funding recommendations. The new pro-
cedure enables resources to be used sys-
tematically, coherently and transparently 
at a national level, as intended by the NPA. 
A great deal of work is also being done in 
the research field. For instance, the new 
addiction monitoring system is continu-
ously gathering data on the health status 
of the Swiss population and on the con-
sumption of psychopharmaceuticals and 
their effects. Various research gaps have 
been filled, and study findings are now 
available on binge drinking, alcohol ad-
diction, alcohol-related costs at the work-
place, and alcohol in the elderly.

Looking ahead 
The aim of all these activities is to ensure 
that interventions can be carried out in a 
targeted and efficient fashion. By the end 
of 2012 the focus will have shifted to  
other priorities. One of them is the na-
tional alcohol prevention campaign asso-
ciated with the programme, which was 
launched in May 2011 with a Dialogue 
Week (www.ich-spreche-über-alkohol.ch). 
This new type of participative campaign 
is designed to encourage society to talk 
openly about alcohol. The second Dia-
logue Week is scheduled to be held in 
2013, and the preparations are already 
underway. Another shift of focus will be 
on enhancing treatment services for peo-
ple with alcohol-related problems and on 

NPA harnesses all resources for alcohol prevention 
improving the training of professionals 
on the use of the brief intervention. This 
involves implementing the QuaTheDA 
(quality, therapy, drugs, alcohol) quality 
standard. Also crucial for alcohol preven-
tion is the complete revision of the Swiss 
Law on Alcohol, which will be the corner-
stone of future policy on alcohol. The next 
step is for the Swiss Government to refer 
the bill to parliament, which will then 
vote on the final shape of the law. It will 
come into effect in 2014 at the earliest. 
The goals of the NPA have lost none of 
their topicality or need for action. An ap-
plication to the Swiss Government to pro-
long the programme until 2016 is envis-
aged. In the meantime, the activities will 
be pursued in the conviction that har-
nessing all available resources brings us 
a step closer to our goal of improving the 
health of the Swiss population.

Links
–  Full half-time report in PDF form:  

www.alkohol.bag.admin.ch
–  Campaign website:  

www.ich-spreche-über-alkohol.ch 
–  Information for employers:  

www.alkoholamarbeitsplatz.ch
–  Teaching material: www.sucht-info.ch/

alkoholimkoerper 
–  Treatment services: www.infodrog.ch
–  Workshops for heads of SAJV youth 

organisations: www.sajv.ch

Contact: Gabriela Scherer 
Gabriela.Scherer@bag.admin.ch  
Petra Baeriswyl 
Petra.Baeriswyl@bag.admin.ch, 
joint heads of Alcohol Section
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Main NPA goals
1.  To make society and the political and 

business communities aware of the 
particular susceptibility of children and 
adolescents to alcoholic beverages and 
to involve them in supporting appro-
priate measures to protect this group.

2.  To reduce problematic alcohol 
consumption (binge drinking, chronic 
and inappropriate drinking).

3.  To reduce the number of people 
dependent on alcohol.

4.  To tangibly reduce the burden of the 
negative effects of drinking on family 
members and the immediate social 
environment.

5.  To reduce the negative effects of 
alcohol consumption on public life 
and the economy.

6.  To ensure that the public and private 
sector players in the area of alcohol 
coordinate their activities and 
contribute together to the successful 
implementation of the National 
Programme on Alcohol.

7.  To ensure that the general public is 
aware of the negative impact of 
drinking alcohol and supports suitable 
measures to reduce drinking.

Following the 2011 alcohol Dialogue Week, cards for free were printed and put out  
in restaurants.


