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SAME GOALS, DIFFERENT APPROACHES

symposium.org/
double-interview

CAUGHT IN THE MIDDLE

Author: Ariadna Mane, Photography: Markus Ketola

THE INTERNATIONAL RELEVANCE 
OF NEUTRAL STATES IS STRONGER 
NOW THAN EVER
Traditionally neutral states, including Switzerland and Austria, are reconsidering neutrality 
after witnessing the violence happening on the EU’s eastern border. Has the age of 
non-alignment come to an end?

Since the start of the 
Russian invasion of 
Ukraine, societies 
and parliaments in 
the traditionally neu-
tral states of Europe 
have begun discuss-
ing membership in 
international organ-
isations and military 
alliances. 

At the St. Gallen Sym-
posium, Swiss Pres-
ident Ignazio Cassis 
and Austrian Minister 
for the EU and Con-
stitution Karoline Edtstadler discussed 
the historical and current relevance of 
neutrality in their respective countries, 
as well as its specific role in times of 
war, Switzerland and Austria have been 
neutral since 1907 and 1955 respectively, 
a decision both initially took to protect 
themselves and their societies.

Importantly, and as Edtstadler highlight-
ed during the session, their neutrality 
is “military”. This means that while the 
state will not assist or attack any party in 
a conflict, sides can be taken politically 
and economically. “Neutrality must be 
critical”, affirmed Cassis, “and it entails 
having a moral responsibility” to politi-
cally support or oppose  parties involved 
in a  conflict.

Over time, international conflicts showed 
the need to have spaces where discus-
sions could be held and conventions 
and agreements signed, and neutral 
states proved to be the perfect places 
for that. “International dialogue is one 
of the pillars of the St. Gallen Symposi-
um”, Cassis said, “and it’s imperative to 
host it to overcome global challenges”. 
Edtstadler pointed out that “intergener-
ational participation is the solution” and 
the path to build the future, and neutrality 
is the ideal foundation for it.

When civilians are in the line of fire, 
however, standing back and not help-
ing fight off the aggressor isn’t always 
a welcomed position in states with a 
different foreign policy tradition. 

Cassis defended the neutral stance in 
an interview with SYMPACT: “Not only 
is neutrality ethically justifiable, but it is 
also ethically necessary,” Cassis said. It 
is “an instrument for peace, serving the 
international community”.

While globalisation is constantly increas-
ing and cooperation and multilateralism 
become more important, polarisation in 
the international arena and in societies is 
also becoming a growing problem. “The 
world is simultaneously growing together 
and drifting apart”, Cassis lamented. In 
the face of these trends and challenges, 
neutral states will have to thread a fine 
line in their positioning in conflicts that 
allows them to continue functioning as 
stages for discussion and agreement.

Laura Hernandez Merlano:
Both. The industry has the responsi-
bility to be innovators and leaders. 
They should not wait for governments 
or courts. But this is coupled with an 
opportunity to empower individuals to 
understand the power they hold as con-
sumers in a capitalist society. We can 
vote democratically, but we can also vote 
with our dollars. Individuals can create 
incredible change once they realise their 
ability to influence demand.

Is it possible to be the CEO of one 
of the largest oil companies and 

still be committed to environmental 
protection?

Ben van Beurden:
You say oil company, but I like to think of 
ourselves as an energy transition com-
pany. Our mission is to provide more and 
cleaner energy solutions. If you think of 
yourself like that, then it is logical that 
you try to accelerate the transition. I 
did say – to the horror of some of my 
industry compatriots – that we should 
ban internal combustion engines. Only 
then are we going to change the emis-
sions associated with mobility. We have 

BIO: Ben van Beurden is the Chief Executive Officer of Shell. 
After graduating with a master’s degree in Chemical Engineer-
ing from Delft University in the Netherlands, he joined Shell 
in 1983 and became the CEO of the company in 2014. He is 
also a member of the supervisory board of Mercedes-Benz. 

BIO: Laura Hernandez Merlano calls herself a social envi-
ronmentalist. She dedicates her time to working with grass-
roots youth organisations and is a national youth advisor for 
the Jane Goodall Institute, which uses community-centered 
conservation to mobilise action on biodiversity loss, climate 
change, and environmental inequity.

to have governmental interventions to 
do it, and those need to be supported 
by companies like ours.

Laura Hernandez Merlano:
The industry leaders of these companies 
need to be the most responsible and 
accountable in this space. It isn’t just pos-
sible to be committed to environmental 
protection, it is a requirement. If you call 
yourself an industry leader, you need to 
act like one. We need to be able to shift 
so that the globe can recover and heal, 
or otherwise there will be no future for us 
or these companies. 
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Luxembourg
In a gathering in Luxembourg, guests 
considered legal views on collabora-
tion. The session focused on emerging 
forms of work, with a view to changes 
accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
New organisational formats coming out 
of digital workspaces need a new legal 
framework to protect (self-)employees, 
participants said.

Singapore
At the National University of Singapore, 
discussion shifted to the eco-geograph-
ical perspective of collaboration. With no 
natural resources and a multi-religious 
and multi-racial population with little 
shared history, Singapore still managed 
to achieve prosperity, making it an excel-
lent case study of what collaboration on 
different levels can look like.

Oxford, UK and globally
A joint initiative of the St. Gallen Sym-
posium and the University of Oxford, 
the Global Leadership Challenge 2021 
connected 100 young leaders from over 
30 countries with more than 20 Senior 
Advisors to promote responsible leader-
ship that furthers societies' sustainable 
development goals. The winning team, 
whose members hailed from Europe 
and Africa, was invited to attend the St. 
Gallen Symposium.

Berlin, Germany 
Gathering not far from the German parlia-
ment in Berlin, the Symposium launched 
this year's new topic, «Collaborative Ad-
vantage», during the run-up to Germany's 
election of a new chancellor. The focus 
was on the technological dimension 
of collaboration. To foster innovation, 
attendees agreed, the collaboration be-
tween technology start-ups and large 
corporations is key.

TAKING ST. GALLEN GLOBAL

COLLABORATIVE ADVANTAGE
AROUND THE WORLD
As French poet Anatole France once wrote, travelling changes opinions and prejudices. 
Therefore, the St. Gallen Symposium decided to travel – and thereby spread its vision,
to «Lead with the Next Generation in mind» around the world.
Author: Frauke Kops

London, UK
In London, the discussion explored the 
future of the economic relation and col-
laboration between China and the UK. 
The dispute over China's national secu-
rity law and the UK's ban on Chinese 5G 
technology has led to a drastic cooling 
of relations between the two nations.

Moscow, Russia
In Russia, collaborative efforts in ed-
ucation was at the top of the agenda. 
Participants agreed collaboration is an 
effective tool that allows educators and 
learning specialists to work together to 
meet the needs of students and sustain 
inclusive settings.

The gatherings in the Nordics, namely 
Copenhagen and Oslo, focussed on 
collaboration in the fields of energy 
and the social acceptance of renewa-
ble energies. The Nordics collaborate 
to propose energy projects of joint 
Nordic interest – a collaborative effort 

Copenhagen, Denmark & Oslo, Norway
in a region already known for its close 
ties. The different backgrounds partici-
pants brought to the table made for an 
insightful discussion, leaving many with 
actionable take-aways for accelerating 
the global energy transition. 

03.03.

05.05. 06.05. 06.05.

09.03. 16.03.

TAKING ST. GALLEN GLOBAL

Beijing, China
Together with the Embassy of Switzer-
land to China, the St. Gallen Symposium 
invited Prof. Feng Zhongping, Director, 
Institute of European Studies, Chinese 
Academy of Social Sciences, to be part 
of the hub event at the residency of 
the Swiss Ambassador. On-site discus-
sions among 30 participants followed 
the streamed panel.

Johannesburg, South Africa
Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, Former Dep-
uty President of South Africa, Founder of 
Umlambo Foundations, participated in 
the session "A Lesson in Interdepend-
ence: How the War in Ukraine Put Global 
Food Security at Risk" at the Embassy 
of Switzerland to South Africa. Leaders 
of Tomorrow from South Africa present-
ed further ideas on collaboration to the 
audience in Johannesburg.

Paris, France
In the French capital, participants ex-
plored ways to reconnected a highly 
divided French society. In particular, they 
built on research which showed that en-
vironmentalism and sustainable values 
could build a bridge between opposing 
societal camps. 

Zurich, Switzerland
Back in Switzerland, we welcomed 
Turkish-British novelist Elif Shafak. The 
author spoke in the Kaufleuten about 
societal polarisation and ways to find 
new common ground. "Can't I be Turkish 
but at the same time feel connected to 
the Balkans?” Shafak asked in a plea 
for rethinking national identities. “Can't 
I be close to the Middle East but at the 
same time be European?"

Mexico City, Mexico
In cooperation with the Embassy of 
Switzerland to Mexico, the St. Gallen 
Symposium invited Luz María de la Mora, 
Vice Minister of Foreign Trade of Mexico, 
to speak to a gathering in the Mexican 
capital. The breakfast session, held on 
the eve of the symposium,  included 40 
participants. 

Vienna, Austria
In Vienna, «Collaborative Advantage» 
was discussed from an economic per-
spective. One idea: Collaboration be-
tween governments, employers and 
trade unions may reduce the risks of 
discrimination in the labour market.
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THE ISC JOURNEY

WE WORK SO CLOSELY TOGETHER
Putting together a two-day symposium takes 10 months of tireless work by a dedicated 
team of student volunteers. The ISC journey provides them with unique experiences,
close friendships and an understanding of global complexity.

Author: Elodie Phillips, Photography: Markus Ketola, Fabiano Mancesti

It was Tuesday morning, barely 24 hours 
before the first guests were to arrive, 
and the main campus looked more like 
a greenhouse than a conference venue. 
Potted plants covered the plaza and the 
foyer, green leaves peeking out behind 
huge crates of dishware and stacks of 
furniture.

In the midst of it all was Olivier Be-
noit, member of the 51st International 
Students’ Committee (ISC), the team of 
students whose job it is to organise 
and run the St. Gallen Symposium. A 
successful symposium is the physical 
result of months of intense planning, 
organisation, and collaboration between 
the 33 members of the ISC, particularly 
in the weeks and days before the event 
itself. The three- person core Technical 
Operations crew, for instance, work 100- 
hour weeks leading up to the Symposi-
um. It takes the crew around six days to 
construct the symposium infrastructure. 

The team operates according to a me-
ticulously detailed “master plan”, which 
includes a breakdown of tasks in five to 
ten minute intervals. These are often del-
egated to volunteers, who can be seen in 
small groups at the beginning of Sympo-
sium week wearing work gloves, pushing 
laden trolleys, and unloading trucks. 

On Tuesday Benoit was a blur of mo-
tion, darting between the foliage as 
he searched for tablecloths, cleaning 
supplies, and truck keys. Details mat-
ter: The ISC wants each plant to blend 
seamlessly into the symposium atmos-
phere, for example, so Benoit directs 
student volunteers to work all morning 
in groups to cover each plastic plant 
pot with black felt before each is placed 
carefully around the building. 

When the symposium began two days 
later, it represented the culmination 
of an arduous but rewarding 10-month 
long journey. Waiting for the Opening 
Ceremony to begin just before 9am 
on Thursday morning, this proves an 
emotional moment for Vivian Bernet, 
one of the ISC’s three leaders. Prior to 
going on stage, she confesses her only 
concern about the event is crying during 
the welcome video, which was produced 
by her team without her input. Someone 
asks behind-the-scenes if she is nervous 

THE ISC JOURNEY

and she replies, “I am not nervous, I am 
just so excited”. 

On the morning of the symposium, Ber-
net's main job is welcoming the Presi-
dent of the Swiss Confederation, Igna-
zio Cassis, but she has many hands to 
shake and tasks to complete in order 
to ensure the first day runs smoothly. 
“We will drink a lot of coffee today”, she 
says, as she greets participants leaving 
the Aula after the Opening Ceremony. 

Yet talking to members of the ISC, it is 
clear that the experience is worth all 
the sleep deprivation, stress, and long 
planning meetings that go until 2 am. 
Committee members get to travel all 
over the world, meet with international 
partners and organise their own events. 
Through developing partnerships abroad, 
the team meets many high level person-
alities they would ordinarily not have ac-
cess to until well after they have graduated. 

Surprisingly, considering the high stand-
ard the team set for themselves, they 
largely learn on the job, with help from a 
strong community of alumni. During the 
symposium, an 84-member WhatsApp 

group, comprised of professionals work-
ing for the SSIS foundation, ISC team 
members and alumni share frequent mes-
sages of where support is needed most.

Help from the alumni community has 
taken on even greater significance after a 
prolonged hiatus: The event was canceled 
in 2020 and held mostly online in 2021. 
Minuscule items, such as screws for the 
sun umbrellas, haven’t been put to use in 
three years and the tech crew have had 
to canvas the WhatsApp chat to locate 
them. Only four members of the current 
ISC witnessed an in-person symposium.

The community doesn’t only provide 
practical help. Bernet has been part of 
the symposium for three years and fondly 
recounts how she has formed strong 
friendships each year. “It is because 
we work so closely together”, she says. 
The stress of the last few weeks pushed 
the committee even closer together.

The ISC divides their work into two phas-
es. The first is more centred on individ-
ual networking and concentrating on 
the region they are assigned to source 
partners and organise events. However, 

in the second phase, namely the weeks 
leading to the symposium, the team fo-
cuses more on the logistics of the event. 
This second phase is “more collaborative 
and requires more communication”, Be-
noit says. “Team spirits are high” as the 
committee works together to complete 
their collective tasks. 

Being part of the ISC provides an unique 
networking opportunity, which motivates 
many members to apply. However, Ber-
net says this was not the driving force 
behind her interest in the ISC: After 
starting university, she was searching 
for a “competence to find confidence” 
and found the chance when she formed 
part of the symposium’s support crew 
in 2019, working in catering. “It’s just a 
huge opportunity to grow”, she says on 
her decision to join the ISC.

When combined with the hard work, 
frustration, and painstaking attention to 
detail that go into the ISC’s daily work, 
the ultimate result is a collective journey 
of personal and professional growth, 
which lasts long after the symposium’s 
closing ceremony.
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DOES JOURNALISM HAVE A FUTURE?
Digital media, including social media networks and online-only publications, presents tre-
mendous challenges to traditional journalism. Successful adaptation will likely depend on 
journalists’ willingness to construct new business models and take into account younger 
generations’ information consumption habits.

Author: Vladyslav Alforov, Photography: Markus Ketola

NEW BOTTLES, NEW WINE

Journalism has a unique capacity to 
stir social dialogue and define what is 
important to the public. That’s why the 
the survival of quality media is more than 
just a challenge for journalism. All of us 
can and ought to be concerned about 
the future of the industry. 

The media should be treated as a public 
good, Joanna Krawczyk, chairwoman 
of the Leading European Newspaper 
Alliance and the Gazeta Wyborcza Foun-
dation, says. “Media are indeed the pillar 
of democracy: thanks to journalists, citi-
zens become informed. And information 
is power—this is the key to free socie-
ties.” As such, overcoming numerous 
obstacles faced by contemporary media 
companies around the world will require 
external help from governments, interna-
tional organisations and the public itself.

Although legacy media, primarily print, 
have considerably more experience in 
producing professional journalism, in 
comparison with digital media and social 
media networks, traditional media do 
not change fast. Understandably, ad-
aptation of their technology, production 
lines, management hierarchies and work 
ethics takes time. But there’s no choice. 
“There is no going back to the kingdom 
of print. It’s gone, and we have to face 
it,” Krawczyk said.

The transition will be jarring – and for 
organisations unable to change fast 
enough, may even spell their doom. “In 
order to create the digital space above 
your business model, you have to proba-

bly give up and destroy something much 
faster than its lifespan would probably 
be,” says Kai Diekmann, former edi-
tor-in-chief at the German tabloid Bild. 
Experience shows that both readership 
and revenues tend to fall during the 
transition to digital.

Successful organisations, Diekmann 
argued at the symposium, must retain 
the attention of younger generations, 
who will soon constitute the majority of 
media consumers. That requires adapt-
ing the content and telling stories in new 
ways. More visual, interactive forms of 
information are what younger audiences 
are looking for. “The product has to fit 
into the ecosystem,” Diekmann said.

According to Diekmann, younger me-
dia consumers differ from older 
generations, who seek infor-
mation actively—by leaving 
their houses and heading to 
newsagents’ kiosks. Digital 
media consumers, on the 
other hand, expect to have 
entertaining, relevant infor-
mation delivered to them. 
Journalists are faced with 
the task of finding ways to 
make news of public im-
portance more entertain-
ing and algorithm-ready. 
“If we try to sell the 
same old wine in 
a different bottle, 
it won’t work,” 
Diekmann 
said.

 Overall, Diekmann and Krawczyk were 
optimistic about the future of journalism. 
There will always be a need for quality 
information, as humans are social be-
ings who want to be part of a bigger 
community, Diekmann says: “We simply 
need something to talk about with one 
another.”
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for contributing to our year-round dialogue.
We look forward to seeing you soon!

THANK YOU

#52SGS
4—5 MAY 2023
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