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Violent extremism – a challenge for SDC programmes 
 

For Switzerland's development cooperation, preventi ng violent extremism is part of peace, 
security and sustainable development efforts – the focus of the current Dispatch on Switzerland's 
International Cooperation 2017–20.  

Through its development cooperation, transition and humanitarian aid programmes, the SDC works to 
fulfil its mandate to reduce fragility, support transition processes and improve respect for human rights. It 
focuses on reducing the causes of conflict and strengthening the resilience of governments and societies 
to crises with the aim of helping societies to establish peaceful, non-violent conflict-resolution 
mechanisms.   
 
Terrorist attacks are violent crimes, and the task of combating such crimes falls primarily to police, military 
and intelligence services. The SDC is not involved in counterterrorism. Development cooperation is 
concerned with the prevention of violent extremism (PVE). Its work is that of conflict transformation and 
the prevention of violence and radicalisation over the long term. For reasons of conflict sensitivity, 'do no 
harm' and security, it is important to make a clear distinction between PVE and counterterrorism in 
communication on operational activities. 
 
The current dispatch gives Switzerland an important tool that enables it to address through long-term 
development programmes the root causes of radicalisation and extremist violence. It seeks not to 
'counter' terrorism but rather to find a sustainable solution to violent extremism by removing the factors 
that provide a breeding ground for radicalisation. The SDC's Peacebuilding and Statebuilding Strategy 
and Human Rights Policy, as well as Switzerland's Foreign Policy Action Plan on Preventing Violent 
Extremism provide the guidelines for this. 
 
Violent extremism is a symptom of poor governance, corruption, a sense of injustice and exclusion based 
on personal experiences, and loss of confidence in the state. The SDC promotes greater genuine 
participation in political, economic and social processes and aims to reach out more to individuals through 
its programmes, including by providing psychosocial support. 
 
Through peacebuilding, human rights work and efforts to improve the functioning of state institutions for 
the benefit of the whole population in fragile and conflict contexts, Switzerland's cooperation programmes 
help tackle the root causes of social and political conflicts and seek to reduce the conditions that provide 
fertile ground for dangerous extremism.  
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Can Switzerland's development cooperation also cont ribute directly to preventing violent 
extremism?  

Switzerland has developed an action plan on preventing violent extremism as part of its foreign policy 
which is inspired by the multidimensional understanding of the issue contained in the UN Plan of Action 
and the areas for action suggested by the UNDP. 
 
In suitable partner countries, impact hypotheses are now being established within certain SDC 
programmes to identify the ways in which aspects of the programmes contribute directly to preventing 
violent extremism. Priority needs to be placed on education and reducing youth unemployment, 
strengthening social cohesion and mutual trust, supporting local conflict mechanisms and psychosocial 
work. In Tunisia, the programme RESPECT (Redevabilité, sécurité et prévention de l’extrémisme violent 
pour les citoyens tunisiens) assists the state and society in developing policies and reforming the security 
sector in an effort to contain those factors that can encourage violent extremism. 
 
For many years the SDC has had programmes in different regions of the world, including the Middle East 
and North Africa, Central Asia, the Hindu Kush, sub-Saharan Africa and Central America, which address 
the causes and consequences of radicalisation and violence, thereby helping to prevent violence. SDC 
programmes to this end cover areas such as education and vocational training, decentralisation and local 
governance, improving legal security, combating corruption and supporting responsible and accountable 
security forces (e.g. community policing). 
 
In countries such as Mali and Chad, synergies occur with programmes of the FDFA's Directorate of 
Political Affairs, which for example address the issue of violent extremism through inter- and intra-Islamic 
dialogue. 
 
Since it is mainly young people who become radicalised, the SDC focuses on reducing youth 
unemployment and creating prospects and has increased its budget in this area. It seems clear that better 
curricula in basic education at compulsory school level and vocational training will strengthen the 
prerequisites for peaceful coexistence. For this reason, one of the main axes of Switzerland’s Foreign 
Policy Action Plan on Preventing Violent Extremism is to strengthen the SDC’s commitment to children 
and young people, especially in basic education and vocational training. The problem, however, is multi-
dimensional: Violence and violent extremism are often only the tip of the iceberg that comprises the lack 
of prospects, insufficient guidance regarding values, marginalisation, first-hand experience of injustice, a 
lack of self- and mutual esteem and social integration, corruption, and the absence of the rule of law. 
Education can make an important positive contribution, but it must be combined with other programmes 
through continuing measures such as good local governance, security sector reform, anti-corruption 
efforts, etc.).   
 
The SDC helps to fund the Global Community Engagement and Resilience Fund GCERF (CHF 4.3m over 
four years). GCERF's short-term projects can be seen to complement the SDC's long-term approach in 
fragile contexts. 


