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Proponents of a proposed amendment ending Switzerland’s unfavorable tax treatment of
married couples withdrew the measure and will introduce an alternative, dropping the
controversial definition of marriage as being between a man and a woman. 

In April 2019 the Federal Tribunal ordered a revote of a 2016 initiative on the tax status of
married couples after determining that the government provided inaccurate information on the
issue. Under Swiss law, married couples must combine their incomes when filing a tax return,
which often results in higher tax liabilities than those incurred by cohabiting couples in similar
economic circumstances who are not married to each other.  

In the initiative, voters were asked to approve a constitutional amendment stating that “marriage
consists of long-term cohabitation under the framework of law between a man and a woman.
For tax purposes, marriage is considered an economic union. It should not be penalized in
comparison with other living arrangements, particularly as regards tax and social
insurance.” Many opponents of the initiative were concerned that the amendment would rule
out the possibility of same-sex marriages under Swiss law. The vote was close, with 50.8
percent opposed to the initiative and 49.2 percent in favor.  

The Christian Democratic People's Party of Switzerland (PDC), which proposed the initiative,
said February 12 that it will introduce a more inclusive measure. “The party’s leadership will
request that the competent bodies launch a new popular initiative to remove the tax penalty on
marriage without the controversial definition of marriage,” the party said. “The new text will
focus on the main objective of the PDC: to end discrimination against married couples and
registered partners in tax matters and [social insurance contributions] once and for all. Since the
tabling of our initiative in 2012, there has been greater openness to social issues within the 
PDC.” 

Under Switzerland’s registered partnership law, same-sex couples enjoy many, but not all, of
the rights accorded married couples of opposite sexes. 

On February 12 the Federal Council said it had been informed by the Federal Chancellery that a
majority on the initiative committee had agreed to withdraw the proposed amendment. 

Under Swiss law, requests to hold an initiative must first go to the parliament, which can accept,
reject, or revise them. Michael Angehrn, lead tax partner at Rihm Attorneys in Zurich, said the
parliament will likely look favorably on putting a revised amendment to a popular vote. “The
Swiss people voted this [last] weekend in favor of better criminal protection against
discrimination of homosexuals and lesbians in the country, so one may fairly anticipate that a
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popular vote on the new nondiscriminatory tax regime would find a solid majority, too,” he said. 

Over 63 percent of voters taking part in a February 9 referendum approved a law prohibiting
discrimination based on sexual orientation. After the parliament approved the legislation in
2018, a conservative religious group and the right-wing Swiss People’s Party collected enough
signatures to put the measure to a nationwide vote. 

“The recent landslide vote to prove better criminal protection against discrimination against the
homosexual and lesbian community validates the new approach of the Christian Democratic
Party,” Angehrn said.
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