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Swisster 

 
 
Thierry Lombard 

Wealthy Swiss ask fellow philanthropists to 'come out' 
by Giles Broom 
 
July 1, 2010 | 11:35 
 
The Swiss should be proud of their generosity, according to a new report compiled by 
a private bank’s charitable foundation and other key players in the philanthropy sector. 
But too little information is known about the actions of wealthy do-gooders in the 
Alpine country, say the backers of the report who urge more openness from altruistic 
donors with a tendency to shy away from the public eye. 
 
Charitable giving is growing in Switzerland but donors are reluctant to identify themselves, 
revealed a report published on Wednesday. 
Since the financial crisis donors have focused less on leisure and more real needs, 
according to Karin Jestin, philanthropy expert at Geneva private bank Lombard Odier and 
head of the bank’s Fondation 1796 grant organisation. 
"Times of scarcity have a real effect on creativity. In times of crisis people may feel a greater 
obligation to give," she said. 
The bank is one member of an initiative that aims to encourage cooperation among funders 
and foster a greater recognition of the Swiss philanthropic sector. 
"Swiss people are very generous. Thierry Lombard is very engaged in his philanthropy," she 
said. 
Lombard himself joined fellow philanthropists at a press conference on Wednesday to back 
the initiative’s report. 
In Switzerland "it is difficult to link individual philanthropists and foundations with specific 
activities," said Jestin. "It’s not part of the culture to look for a high profile." 
Lombard’s group is determined to "put philanthropy on the map." 
The report counted around 12,000 public interest funds, half of which have sprung up in the 
past ten years. The funds – some of which, the report writers admit, are dormant – may hold 
assets of anything between 30 and 80 billion francs. 
Some foundations are vocal about what they do. Philipp Egger, director of Gebert Rüf 
Stiftung, Switzerland’s largest grant making foundation in the fields of education, research 
and innovation, has overseen 125 projects since 2007, contributing 45 million francs to good 
causes. 
But much of the information about Swiss philanthropy is shady and inaccurate. 
The story of Switzerland’s generosity is not getting through to people, said Jestin. 



The ratio of capital donated per inhabitant is higher in Switzerland than anywhere else, 
according to SwissFoundations, a body, which coordinates grant giving organizations. Over 
two thirds of households give regularly, contributing around 1.5 billion francs per year – four 
times as much as the French or Germans. 
The report’s authors, who conducted interviews with over 100 philanthropists across the 
country, say generosity extends from the general public to the philanthropic class – those 
rich enough to devote large sums of money and time to charity without compromising their 
own lifestyles. 
"We are convinced that the challenges and issues confronting our society require a collective 
and coordinated effort between private and public entities," said Lombard. 
The foundation’s projects include a scheme run with the Ecole Polytechnique Fédérale de 
Lausanne (EPFL) to encourage young people to develop business skills and a forest carbon 
initiative. 
Despite the value of such schemes some observers do not hold the sector in high regard. 
"Foundations are not well regarded by the media – this needs to change," said one 
unidentified contributor to the report. 
"We need more visibility for the sector . . . especially in light of the increasingly bad 
reputation the sector has," said another of those surveyed. 
The initiative hopes to convey the generosity of Swiss people to the world. 
Other countries are more likely to talk about charitable activities. American philanthropists 
are often more visible and more involved with the projects they sponsor, whereas in 
Switzerland many people prefer not to take a bow in public. 
In the Anglo-Saxon world "it’s expected from you. You don’t have the same cultural traits in 
continental Europe," said Jestin. 
"It’s easy to just write a cheque," but philanthropy should be about any private voluntary 
action for the good, she said. 
"Personal engagement makes financial support more powerful," wrote Jestin in Why Others?, 
a book on the topic sponsored by her employer. 
Some articles in the Swiss press have described philanthropic foundations as tax-saving 
vehicles. A handful of quotations from donors on one page of the report suggest that 
shedding this image is a key motivation of the report, even if this is not spelled out at the 
front of the document. 



 
 
 
 
Diffusion de l’interview de Karin Jestin le 1er juillet 2010, à 06h30 et 09h00 
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Diffusion prévue du sujet au téléjournal de 19h30 du 1er juillet 2010 




