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F o r m s  o f  P a r l i a m e n t a r y  I n t e r v e n t i o n

Proposal
Any member of parliament may submit a proposal concerning pending issues 
with a view to rejecting, adopting or amending a draft bill (federal law, federal 
decree or Federal Assembly ordinance) which will be examined by the Council, 
or with a view to passing it to the Federal Council or to a committee. An order 
motion in particular enables a member of parliament to propose a modification 
of a procedure. Proposals are one of the main parliamentary tools.

Parliamentary Initiative
A parliamentary initiative is a way of submitting a Federal Assembly bill or out-
line bill. A parliamentary committee of one of the two chambers is then respon-
sible for the legislative work. It is not possible to submit a parliamentary initiative 
if it can be submitted in the form of a proposal concerning a pending issue. 

Motion
A motion obliges the Federal Council to submit a draft federal assembly bill or 
to take appropriate measures. The approval of both chambers is required for a 
motion. A motion can be amended either in the second chamber at the request 
of the committee appointed to carry out a preliminary examination or at the 
request of the Federal Council. In this case, the modifications made are passed 
to the first chamber, which may approve them or reject the motion (but not 
modify it).

Postulate
A postulate requires the Federal Council to examine whether it is appropriate 
either to submit a draft federal assembly bill or to take appropriate measures 
and to present a report on the subject.

Interpellation
In the case of an interpellation, the Federal Council is required to inform the 
Council about an issue of domestic or foreign policy which concerns the Con-
federation. A debate can be requested on the response given by the Federal 
Council. An interpellation can be declared urgent with the approval of the Of-
fice, requiring it to be dealt with during the current session as long as it has 
been submitted by the start of the third session of a 3-week session (usually 
the Wednesday of the first week of the session).
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Question
This is a request for information from the Federal Council on an issue of domes-
tic or foreign policy. The question is replied to in writing and does not come 
before the chamber. A question can be declared urgent with the approval of 
the Leader of the National Council or the approval of the Office of the Council 
of States. It must have been submitted at least a week before the end of a 
3-week session, or on the first day of a 1-week session.

Question Time
In the National Council, the second and third weeks of the session start with 
question time devoted to topical issues. Interventions must be submitted by 
the close of the preceding Wednesday session at the latest. Questions have to 
be phrased concisely (at the most a few lines, without any grounds). A brief re-
ply is given by the head of the relevant federal department, on condition that the 
member who submitted the question is present. The latter may subsequently 
ask an additional question on the same subject. A maximum of 90 minutes is 
allowed for question time.
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P a r l i a m e n t a r y  S e s s i o n s  a n d  D e b a t e s

Sessions
There are four ordinary sessions for both chambers: the spring session (March), 
the summer session (June), the autumn session (September-October) and the 
winter session (November-December). Ordinary session last three weeks.

The National Council normally sits:
on Mondays from 2.30 to 7.00 p.m.
on Tuesdays from 8.00 a.m. to 1.00 p.m.
on Wednesdays from 8.00 a.m. to 7.00 p.m.
on Thursdays from 8.00 a.m. to 1.00 p.m. (until 7.00 p.m. during the final week)
on the Friday of the final week from 8.00 a.m. to 11.00 p.m.

The Council of States normally sits:
on the Monday of the 1st week from 5.15 to 8.00 p.m.
on Mondays in the 2nd and 3rd weeks from 4.15 to 8.00 p.m.
from Tuesday to Thursday from 8.15 a.m. to 1.00 p.m.
on the Friday of the final week from 8.15 a.m. to 8.30 a.m. (for the final votes)

Moreover, each Council can decide, independently of the other, to hold special 
sessions in order to finish examining certain pending issues. Finally, one quar-
ter of the members of one of the Councils or the Federal Council may request 
that an extraordinary session be called for both chambers.

The debates
When a member of the National Council wishs to take the floor, he or she must 
transmit a written request to the Leader of the house when the corresponding 
issue is being debated. In principle, the floor is given to speakers in the order 
in which these written requests are received, but priority is granted to parlia-
mentary party representatives and authors of proposals. The floor is given to 
the “reporters” of the committees and to representatives of the Federal Council 
whenever they request it. No-one is allowed to speak more than twice on the 
same subject.

The subjects of debate are divided into five categories. Speaking time is limited 
but written procedures may be used.

When a speaker has finished speaking, other members may ask him or her a 
short and precise question, without having to state the grounds. Those wishing 
to do so lodge the question with the Leader of the chamber. The question may 
only be asked after the Leader has sought the consent of the speaker.

In the Council of States any member who wishes to take the floor must also 
lodge a corresponding request with the Leader of the chamber. Speaking time 
is not limited in this Council.
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Translations
In the National Council all debates are translated orally in full. Each member 
has a headset through which he or she can listen to a simultaneous translation 
into French, German or Italian. In addition, statements made by the Leader of the 
chamber on rules of procedure are translated immediately into German or French.

There is no simultaneous translation in the Council of States.

All parliamentary documents are available in German, French and Italian.

The Official Gazette
All the debates held in the National Council and the Council of States are  
immediately transcribed in full and published on the parliament’s website at  
www.parliament.ch.

Parliamentary procedure
All topics are dealt with successively by each Council. The Leaders of each 
chamber determine whether a given issue will be examined first by the National 
Council and then by the Council of States or vice versa; the first chamber that 
deals with an issue is referred to as the “first Council”. Subsequently, the com-
mittee considers the issue. If this is a National Council committee, it appoints 
two of its members as “reporters”, one French-speaking and the other German-
speaking. In the Council of States, however, only one “reporter” is appointed.

The Leader of the chamber starts by opening a general debate to decide whether 
or not the item is to be introduced before parliament. Once this has been decided 
there follows a discussion of each article separately. If the amendments pro-
posed by the committee are not challenged by the chamber they are taken as 
accepted. Each member may propose other amendments. Once all the articles 
have been approved, with or without modification, the Council proceeds to vote 
on the entire bill. 

It may happen that the opinions of the two Councils diverge; in this case differ-
ences are ironed out. If opinions still do not converge after three debates in each 
Council a conciliation committee is called where a compromise has to be reached.

Once a general agreement has been reached and the issue in hand concerns 
a modification of the constitution, or a law or a federal decree entailing an op-
tional or compulsory referendum, or a Federal Assembly ordinance, a final vote 
is held during the last meeting of the session and in both Councils.

If one of the chambers refuses to introduce the bill on two occasions it is re-
moved from the Federal Assembly’s agenda.

Finally, a distinction should be made between, on the one hand, introducing a 
bill before parliament and, on the other, sending part or all of the bill back to 
the Federal Council or the committee to be re-examined or amended.
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National Council 
committee

The Committee of the First 
Chamber proposes to 
eliminate one difference

National Council Elimination of one difference

Council of States 
committee

The Committee of the Second 
Chamber proposes to elimi-
nate the second difference

Council of States Agreement 

National Council
Council of States

Final vote

Referendum (compulsory 
for constitutional 
amendments,  
optional for laws)

Statute book

The law comes 
into force

H o w  a  l a w  c o m e s  i n t o  b e i n g

The referendum enables the electorate to have the final word on certain important issues. In the 

federal constitution a distinction is made between optional referendums (organised at the request 

of 50,000 voters or eight cantons) and compulsory referendums (held in the case of a revision of 

the constitution).

* A bill can also be initiated by a motion of a States Councillor, a parliamentary 

initiative, a cantonal initiative or a governmental proposal.

In
 c

a
se

 o
f 

d
is

a
g

re
e

m
e

n
t

M
e

e
ti

n
g

 o
f 

c
o

n
c

il
ia

ti
o

n
(a

ft
e

r 
3 

c
o

n
su

lt
a

ti
o

n
s

)

R
e

fe
re

n
d

u
m

 n
o

t 
re

q
u

e
st

e
d

R
e

fe
re

n
d

u
m

National Council Motion accepted 
(*Motion of a National 
Councillor)

Council of States 
committee

Examinations by a committee 
of the Council of States

Council of States Motion passed on to the 
Federal Council

Federal Council Federal Council prepares  
a draft

National Council 
committee

Examination by the Committee 
of the First Chamber 
(here National Council)

National Council Introduction debate
Discussion on each article
Vote on entire bill

Council of States 
commission

Examination by the Committee 
of the Second Chamber 
(here Council of States)

Council of States Introduction debate
Discussion on each article
Vote on entire bill
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P a r l i a m e n t a r y  S e r v i c e s

The Parliamentary Services provide assistance for the Federal Assembly to ful-
fil its allotted tasks. They enable the members of parliament to concentrate 
calmly on their legislative work and keep them fully informed, as well as helping 
them to address the challenges posed by a constantly changing society. The 
tasks allotted to the Parliamentary Services include in particular:
–	 planning and organising parliamentary sessions and committee meetings,
–	 carrying out secretarial work, translating and drawing up reports 
	 and minutes,
–	 collating documentation and managing the archives,
–	 advising members of parliament on technical or procedural questions.

These services are run by the Secretary-General of the Federal Assembly, the 
Deputy Secretary-General of the Federal Assembly, heads of sections and the 
head of the Information and Communication Service. The services comprise four 
sections including their own secretariat:
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General Secretariat

The General Secretariat is responsible for planning parliamentary sessions and 
drawing up agendas as well as organisational and procedural matters.

The Central Secretariat is responsible for preparing the documentation for ple-
nary sessions.

The Information and Communication Service is the link between parliament, on 
the one hand, and the media and the public, on the other. In addition, it manages 
the parliament’s website: www.parlement.ch (in four languages).

The Legal Affairs Service provides advice and information on all matters con-
cerning parliamentaty procedures.

Secretariat of the control committees and delegations

The Secretariat of the control committees and delegations supervises the work 
of the Finance Committees and the Control Committees of both Councils, whose 
responsibility it is to monitor the activities of the government and the federal 
administration. See also “The Control Committee” above.

Technical Services

The committee secretariats make up the Committees Service. Its tasks include 
in particular planning and preparing the committee’s work and providing tech-
nical, organisational and administrative assistance.

The debates held in the National Council and the Council of States are tran-
scribed in full in the Official Gazette, which is published on the parliament’s 
website at www.parlement.ch. The transcription system used is one of the most 
up-to-date in the world and has won several prizes.

The Documentation Service provides all the documents or information that may 
be required by members of parliament to help them reach a decision or draw 
up a document.

International relations and languages

The International Relations Service runs the secretariat of the Foreign Affairs 
Committees. In addition, it prepares visits abroad by Leaders of the chambers 
and delegations appointed by the Offices as part of bilateral exchanges.

The tasks of the Language Service include notably translating documents for 
parliament or for the Parliamentary Services.

The Italian Language Secretariat is responsible for preparing documents on all 
topics in Italian, arranges their publication and carries out secretarial tasks.

The Interpreting Service provides simultaneous translation for the debates held 
in the National Council and the Federal Assembly (parliament).

Resources, Security and Logistics

The Human Resources Service is responsible for implementing human resources 
policy. It draws up all plans concerning personnel and is the first contact re-
garding training and for the development of organisational aspects.

The tasks allotted to the Finance and Travel Service include preparing and man-
aging the budget, taking care of the accounting system and controlling. It also 
takes care of all official travel arrangements for members of parliament.

The Security and Infrastructure Service implements the Federal Assembly’s se-
curity policy.

It is the task of the Information Technology and New Technology Service to run 
and maintain all IT equipment. It also provides personal IT equipment for each 
member of parliament.

The Operations and Usher Service organises the meetings of the Councils, the 
committees and the parliamentary groups as well as photocopying, distributing 
and dispatching work documents and other printed matter to the Councils, the 
committees and members of parliament.

The IT Integration and Project Management Unit is responsible for drawing up 
projects relating to infrastructure, security, information technology, documen-
tation management and the e-parl system.
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