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27. Februar 2017 
 
 
Rede anlässlich des World Banknote Summit in Basel (Englisch) 
 

Von Regierungsrat Baschi Dürr 

 

Mr. Chairman 
Dear Vice Chairman of the Governing Board of the Swiss National Bank, Dr. Fritz Zurbrügg 
Dear participants of the World Banknote Summit 
 
Ladies and gentlemen 
 
It is with great pleasure that I welcome you on behalf of our government to the city of Basel. We 
feel honoured and delighted that you have chosen our city as the venue for this year’s World 
Banknote Summit. Perhaps this is not a coincidence. After all, our 1,000 Swiss franc note, ar-
guably the most valuable banknote in the western world, features Jakob Burckhardt, a Basel nati-
ve born and bred! Descended from an ancient local family, he became one of the most famous 
historians of his time and was known far beyond his native town.  
 
Today, Basel is a highly successful financial and banking centre. With net value added of around 
3.5 billion Swiss francs, which is close to 10% of the canton’s aggregate value added, and a la-
bour force of 12,000, which is around 6% of the canton’s working population, the financial centre 
of Basel is one of the biggest financial centres in Switzerland.  
 
Basel’s financial sector focusses predominantly on insurance; this is a unique feature in Swit-
zerland where the majority of financial centres concentrate on banking. At 2.2 billion Swiss francs, 
insurance companies contribute over half of the added value generated by Basel’s financial sec-
tor. 
 
However, Basel’s most prominent feature in the world of finance is the Bank for International Sett-
lements, which has been domiciled in the city since 1930. The terms Basel I, II and III – referring 
to fundamental international capital adequacy requirements – have made our city a household 
name around the globe. 
 
But let us get back to your subject of banknotes – an eminently fascinating topic. 
 
First of all, money is often somewhat of an abstract thing. The global financial industry can be 
fascinating and scary at the same time. Billions and trillions are shifted in the virtual realm, appear 
only on screens and are not physically tangible. People frequently make a dichotomous distinc-
tion between the real economy and the financial economy. Although as an economist, I am con-
vinced that this is wrong, it is understandable because the significance of the financial industry to 
our daily lives is not always obvious. Printed currency however, the ultimately virtual but at the 
same time tangible banknote, makes money come alive. The haptics of a note on the fingertips, 
its rustle in the ear. I believe that this is of considerable psychological significance to the unders-
tanding and acceptance of money, and even of our capitalist system per se. The banknote, and 
its little brother the coin, are the missing link between Wall Street and the main street. 
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Secondly, banknotes are a fascinating subject for me in my capacity as Basel’s Minister for Jus-
tice and Security. Security is one of the most important, if not THE most important topic, in your 
industry. Banknotes – the epitome of the bearer instrument – must be protected. Those who have 
them value them. Accordingly, the bullion van has become a synonym for security in general. The 
manufacture of banknotes, a core business for many among you, is also subject to top security 
standards. National banks must comply with rising requirements and production technologies are 
becoming increasingly sophisticated. The new 50 Swiss franc note feels more like a thin plastic 
safe than a piece of paper. Our local police, which has a special department for banknote and 
passport forgery, is often surprised at the clumsiness of the forgeries that actually make it into 
circulation: among them a crumpled black-and-white photocopy that had been hand-painted with 
a colour pen!  
 
I am convinced that the skill of producing banknotes according to top security standards is an 
asset that your industry can also apply in other areas. If you are qualified and appointed to print 
bank notes, you can print anything. And produce a lot more.  
 
And finally, there is a further aspect of security, or the lack thereof, that is often discussed in con-
nection with banknotes, not least in the political debate: namely the fact that, to a large extent, the 
circulation of banknotes leaves no electronic trace and is therefore impossible to monitor. Cash 
thus becomes collectively suspicious as an instrument of criminal activity or tax fraud. Although 
today, a pile of banknotes in one place may be an attempt to avoid negative interest or prepare 
for a possible financial collapse, there always seems to be something slightly fishy about large 
amounts of cash.  
 
Although I fully understand that the authorities, of which I am a member myself, must fulfil their 
responsibilities, as a liberal – in the continental European sense of the word! – I am glad that phy-
sical money exists. We do not need all-round surveillance. I believe that we can, by all means, 
trust conscientious citizens to use their money responsibly and, as a rule, in compliance with the 
law. I prefer to live in a society where citizens and government trust each other. Ultimately, the 
freedom to hold cash in any amount and for any purpose whatsoever is an expression of this 
trust. In this sense, I hope that the national bank will hold out against the pressure to withdraw its 
1,000 Swiss franc note for a long time to come. 
 
Over 100 years ago, Jakob Burckhardt, the very man on the 1,000 Swiss franc note, coined the 
following phrase: Power is evil – per se. I am not sure whether the Swiss National Bank intentio-
nally placed a power sceptic on its most valuable banknote to invoke him as a symbol against 
state supervision and government pretensions of being all powerful. Be that as it may, banknotes 
have always inspired conspiracy theorists. And in any event: Honi soit qui mal y pense! 
 
Ladies and gentlemen, on this note I wish you a successful conference and a wonderful time in 
Basel. 
 
 
Thank you for your attention! 
 


