
Time and again, governments of influential states
“punish” other states. The “punishments” often
consist of banning trade for certain things or re‐
stricting exports and imports. This may involve
food, medicines, financial transactions or tech‐
nical parts. But what do these measures, known
as “sanctions,” mean for the population?

From the media we hear again and again that
“sanctions” have been imposed on this or that
state. After a brief explanation, which may seem
plausible, the report disappears from the daily
news. But what are sanctions and what are their
consequences?

Coercive measures against another state
Sanctions between states are not unproblem‐
atic, even if the definitions and explanations
sound relatively harmless. For example, one
website states: “Sanctions are coercive meas‐
ures taken by several states against another
state if the latter has violated its obligations un‐
der international law or fails to fulfil obligations
it has assumed. The enforcement of obligations
under international law through sanctions is par‐
ticularly important in the world organisations –
the League of Nations and the United Nations –
for the maintenance of peace, the localisation of
armed conflicts.”1 Or in an article from a busi‐
ness dictionary it says about sanctions: “Polit‐
ical measures of punishment of a certain beha‐
viour or course of action (negative reinforce‐
ment). Often in the form of decisions taken by
the UN Security Council or by the EU under the
Common Foreign or Security Policy (CFSP). A
sanction is the basis for an embargo”.2

Not only the UN imposes sanctions
Sanctions are not only imposed on individual
states by institutions under international law, but
also by states or groups of states, and even
without UN legitimacy. But what remains in the
public consciousness is that these are “just”
measures, which are assumed to be linked to the
peaceful intentions of the UN. Regardless of
who imposes the sanctions, they are often highly

problematic when they affect the population.
This has moral and material consequences.

One state that has been affected by “sanc‐
tions” for a long time is Iran. The country with
over 85 million inhabitants has been subject to
various sanctions by different states and organ‐
isations since 1979. First by the USA and its al‐
lies, later by the UN for violating the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty.3 In addition to the question
of whether sanctions are “appropriate” or who is
allowed and able to judge this, the serious ef‐
fects on the civilian population should also be‐
come the focus of public interest in the future.

Iran – innocents are punished
The punitive measures against Iran have been
very harsh. They affect the entire Iranian popula‐
tion, including children, the sick, the elderly,
young people, and most severely the already
poorer people. The export ban on medicines,
technical equipment, loans and other goods and
services has life-threatening consequences. An
example: the question arises why an Iranian cit‐
izen, or someone who lives there, is no longer al‐
lowed to receive vital medicines from abroad.
The person has nothing to do with the occupa‐
tion of the US embassy in 1979 or with Iranian
depleted uranium. The export ban on medicines
directly threatens the lives of innocent people.

Another example shows how the entire popu‐
lation becomes a victim of economic sanctions:
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Through sanctions, the West is actively preventing the
reconstruction of Syria. This is like continuing the war by
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because car businesses, for example, can no
longer obtain spare parts from abroad, many of
these companies and all their employees have
been ruined. Due to the economic sanctions,
companies in other sectors have also had to give
up their businesses, lay off employees and aban‐
don their families to their fate.

Sanctions primarily affect those who are not
involved. They threaten livelihoods and deprive
millions of people of their future prospects. How‐
ever, sanctions such as those against the people
of Iran are not an isolated case.

Syria – population held “hostage”

However, if one assesses the 10-year conflict in
Syria, the “sanctions” against the population of
this country – in which the EU and thus Switzer‐
land (see below) are also significantly involved –
primarily affect an impoverished civilian popula‐
tion that has been severely damaged by the
war.4 First was the country devastated by war,
(which, contrary to international law, has still not
been declared to be over). Now the urgent
needed reconstruction is being actively preven‐
ted by the continuation of “sanctions” by the
USA and the EU.5 Here, too, the question arises
as to what right the population living there is be‐
ing taken “hostage”. Why are millions of liveli‐
hoods being destroyed? Doctors and teachers
cannot be paid and school buildings and hospit‐
als can no longer be renovated. The money is
missing because the economy continues to be
deliberately crippled by “sanctions”. The Syrian
state lacks tax revenues for necessary expendit‐
ures. These sanctions do not affect the govern‐
ment, but the population. They are impoverished
and starving, and the stronger ones are fleeing
to Europe.

Allowing food prices to rise
Sanctions have become a weapon aimed
primarily at the population. Thus, opinions about
the Venezuelan government vary widely. But re‐
gardless of whether one considers the govern‐
ment legitimate or not, the question arises:
which offence was committed by a small farmer
who has to feed a large family so that he no
longer gets diesel for his harvesting machine?6
And what will the already beleaguered
Venezuelan population say if food prices rise
rapidly again this year because of this?

Holding a population hostage for acts they
may not even know about is simply unjust and

inhumane. Internationally active human rights
experts, such as the former UN Special Envoy Al‐
fred de Zayas, have repeatedly pointed out that
such sanctions are a crying injustice.7 They viol‐
ate human rights and International Law and only
affect the poorest. “Sanctions always hit the
wrong people: above all the poor”, headlines
Christian Müller in Infosperber on 7 June. He
asks: “Do the USA and the EU know what they
are doing when they impose sanctions?”8 One
can assume that the populations in the USA and
the EU do not know – but their governments and
officials do.

“Less drastic than military action”
It is distressing when governments of Western
states use “sanctions” as a political tool even
outside the UN. These sanctions ultimately
come at the expense of millions of innocent ex‐
istences that they have never seen and who have
never harmed them.

The perversion of this way of thinking be‐
comes clear when the “unsuccessfulness” of
such measures is publicly discussed in the
press. At the same time, it is noted what is at
stake: “They [economic sanctions] are often less
drastic than military action. They can be a signal
of support for the opposition, at a relatively low
costs.”9 Impoverishment, premature death and
destitution in the affected countries were not in‐
cluded in this calculation.

Perverse: torture population until it “rebels”
Behind the sanctions policy is the idea that the
people of a foreign country must be forced to
vote out of office or overthrow their government
and only then would they be taken care of again.
If one transfers this barbaric idea to one’s own
situation, the perversion becomes particularly
clear: some government of a foreign country is
dissatisfied with a decision of “my” govern‐
ment. The foreign government decides to harm
our country together with other governments –
until our government gives in or is overthrown
by us.

It is obvious that in this way, under the well-
sounding terms of “law” and “democracy”, other
interests are to be enforced than those provided
for in the UN Charter. International law, which
has been developed over the past 500 centuries,
is completely perverted, especially when the
“sanctions” are imposed in the name of demo‐
cratically legitimised governments.
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Who “punishes” in whose name?
The final question remains, who takes the liberty
of starving the defenceless, cutting them off
from medicine or plunging them into poverty?

Even if it is the case that democratically elec‐
ted governments make a decision for a “sanc‐
tion” or go along with such a decision – because
they give a sanction its “legality” with their signa‐
ture – it is mostly powerful internationally net‐
worked lobby groups that bring about such de‐
cisions. Their motives rarely have anything to do
with “justice”. More often, it is banal self-inter‐
ested financial advantages or power-political
calculations.10But with their actions they are re‐
sponsible for the misery of millions of people.

Sanctions – as an act of war
Thus sanctions are a “cheap” war measure be‐
low a “hot” war. It seems as if the peace-keeping
idea from the UN Charter of the founding time
has been lost and sanctions are misused as a
method of cheap warfare. But shouldn’t sanc‐
tions in future be honestly considered to be acts
of war?

International humanitarian law has raised
awareness worldwide that a civilian population
must be protected in war-like situations and has
minimal protection rights even under war condi‐
tions.11 These rights must now also be applied in
the case of sanctions.

It is unacceptable that even in the 21st cen‐
tury, defenceless and innocent people become
victims of egoistic power politics under the spin
of “just” action and in the “name of the United
Nations”.

Reconsidering sanctions
“Since 1990, Switzerland participated autonom‐
ously in non-military sanctions imposed by the
United Nations Organisation (UNO). With its ac‐
cession to the UN, the implementation of non-
military coercive measures issued by the UN Se‐
curity Council has become binding for Switzer‐
land under international law.” 12 At the same
time, Switzerland also participated in sanctions
outside the UN.“ In 1998, Switzerland particip‐
ated for the first time in economic sanctions
outside the UN, namely against the Federal Re‐
public of Yugoslavia, after the EU had issued
such sanction measures”.13 Officially, the follow‐
ing terse statement was made about this unilat‐
eral participation: “Supporting internationally
broad-based sanctions is in the interest of

Switzerland’s foreign policy, which is oriented to‐
wards compliance with international law and hu‐
manitarian values. Solidarity with the United Na‐
tions and the need to take efficient action
against a lawbreaker are also decision-making
elements that the Federal Council takes into ac‐
count".14 Even then, this position was extremely
questionable. The international sanctions policy
practiced today no longer does justice to this
view. Even if it is a balancing act in terms of eco‐
nomic and neutrality policy to represent the pos‐
ition of a small state internationally and to with‐
stand the enormous pressure of foreign in‐
terests, our country risks losing its credibility in‐
ternationally. Today’s sanctions policy needs to
be reconsidered, and not only in Switzerland.
(Translation Swiss Standpoint)
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