
 

  

Switzerland closer to becoming a renminbi hub – enhancing its 
competitiveness as an economic center 
 
The currency agreement recently signed by the Swiss and Chinese central banks represents another 
milestone in the efforts to forge closer economic ties between the two countries. It will strengthen 
confidence in the Swiss financial center for renminbi-based businesses and pave the way for future 
business opportunities with China.  
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China's impressive economic rise  
The People's Republic of China has become the world’s second-largest economy within a short period of 
time and is today the largest exporter and second-largest importer of goods globally. China also has a 
leading position in terms of the trade in services. The Chinese currency (renminbi) is among the world's 
ten most frequently traded currencies, ranking in seventh place – just ahead of the Swiss franc. The pace 
of China's integration into the global economy is remarkable given that the country only joined the World 
Trade Organization (WTO) at the end of 2001. China's economy has benefited immensely from the 
process of economic reform that began in the 1980s and accelerated in the 1990s. The country's share 
of global gross domestic product now stands at around 15%.  
 
Significant trade and investment flows between Switzerland and China  
China is an important foreign trade partner for Switzerland. In 2013, 4% of Swiss exports went to China, 
while around 6% of Switzerland's imports came from China. Expressed in Swiss francs, China bought 
Swiss products worth CHF 8.8 billion, mainly comprising machinery and instruments, watches, and 
chemical and pharmaceutical products; meanwhile, Switzerland imported Chinese products worth CHF 
11.4 billion, consisting primarily of machinery, textiles, clothing, watch components and chemical 
products. There is also the trade in services − particularly in the areas of banking, insurance, logistics, 
product and quality testing, and business consulting services. Total Swiss direct investment in China has 
more than doubled in the last five years to around CHF 15 billion. The headcount of Swiss firms 
operating in China has increased from 120,000 to 200,000 in the same period. That represents 7% of 
all the people employed by Swiss companies abroad. Behind these trade flows and investments lies a 
value chain in both countries that not only encompasses countless supplier firms and jobs but also 
financial transactions.  
 
Cementing long-term relationships, facilitating mutual market access  
The first trade links between Switzerland and Imperial China date back as far as the mid-17th century. 
Trade subsequently intensified, particularly from the second half of the 18th century, leading to the 
opening of a Swiss trading agency in Shanghai in 1912. In 1950, Switzerland was one of the first 
Western countries to recognize the newly established People's Republic of China. The free trade 
agreement that entered into effect on July 1, 2014, further strengthens economic cooperation between 
the two countries. The scope of the agreement goes far beyond customs exemptions for the trading of 
industrial and agricultural products and rules on market access for large sections of the service industry. It 
also includes country-of-origin rules, customs procedures and an easing of trade restrictions, protective 
trade policy measures, technical regulations, protection of intellectual property, the promotion of 
investment, and technical cooperation. Switzerland is the first country in Continental Europe to sign such 
a comprehensive trade agreement with China. It is estimated that the potential savings in customs duties 
on Swiss exports to China will total around CHF 5.8 billion by 2028.  
 



 

  

Closer ties in the financial sector  
Financial products reduce the transaction costs involved in the allocation of resources and in trade. In 
May 2013, the two countries therefore agreed to engage in a financial dialogue with the aim of 
maintaining and strengthening their cooperation – including in the area of finance. At their first meetings 
in Shanghai in late 2013 and in Berne in mid-2014, discussions centered on Switzerland's increased 
involvement in the international use of the renminbi, on questions about regulation and supervision, and 
on the distribution of financial services and Switzerland's participation in China's investment programs. 
The Chinese trade delegation, for its part, also gave a clear indication of its wish to explore opportunities 
for cooperation in bank-related research as well as training and development.  
 
Focus on Switzerland as a renminbi hub  
Due to restrictions on foreign exchange trading and payment transactions, the renminbi is not freely 
convertible. The internationalization of the Chinese currency is nevertheless accelerating, providing scope 
for a Swiss offshore renminbi hub – for trade finance or in the foreign exchange market, for example. The 
benefits are clear to see: Transactions in the Chinese currency will be easier for Swiss companies 
because they will be able to conduct them in their own time zone. This will reduce costs, as will the fact 
that Chinese exporters sometimes give substantial discounts if they are able to issue invoices in renminbi. 
This also creates benefits for investors and can enhance the ability of companies to manage currency risk 
if the renminbi can be traded out of Switzerland against other currencies.  
   
Establishing the Swiss financial center as a future renminbi hub is an important aspect of the bilateral 
efforts. The constituent elements of a Swiss renminbi hub firstly include a currency swap line between 
the Swiss National Bank and the People's Bank of China; this is necessary for liquidity reasons. 
Secondly, it requires a Chinese bank licensed for renminbi clearing in Switzerland by the Swiss Financial 
Market Supervisory Authority (FINMA). Clearing basically involves the reconciliation and confirmation of 
accounts required for the financial transaction. The currency agreement that was reached between the 
two central banks on July 21, 2014, up to a limit of CHF 21 billion means that one of these two 
constituent elements for Switzerland to become a renminbi hub is now in place.  
 
Credit Suisse plays an important role  
With its cross-border services for companies as well as private and institutional clients, the banking sector 
is one of the export sectors of the Swiss economy. Swiss banks were among the first Western financial 
institutions to initiate contact with Chinese banks in the mid-1950s; Credit Suisse did so with the Bank of 
China as early as 1955. In 1985, Credit Suisse opened a representative office in Beijing. Against the 
backdrop of an eastward shift in the balance of global economic power and the Chinese currency's 
increasingly important role in foreign exchange markets, Credit Suisse advocated positioning Switzerland 
as an international renminbi hub in mid-2012. That same year, it also began offering clients basic 
products in the Chinese currency, including accounts, payment transactions and currency trading. 
Together with other banks, Credit Suisse is playing a major role at various levels in order to advance 
bilateral cooperation in the financial sector. At the end of June 2014, at the Credit Suisse seminar center 
near Lake Zurich, leading representatives of commercial banks and the central banks of both countries, 
as well as Swiss and Chinese politicians, met at the invitation of the Swiss Bankers Association and 
China Banking Association. At this first joint financial round table, they discussed possible areas for 
banking-related cooperation. Both sides highlighted Switzerland's strengths as an economic center, 
which increase the prospects of it being established as a successful renminbi hub.  
 
 
 



 

  

Helping to strengthen Switzerland's global competitiveness  
With Switzerland as a renminbi hub, demand for renminbi-based financial services will grow – also leading 
to an increase in the corresponding product range and in market liquidity. This includes transaction and 
investment products and – in the medium to long term – asset management services. Against the 
backdrop of economic opportunities with China, this is important for Switzerland's competitiveness.   
 
 
 
Info Box:  
 
Gateway to the Far East – discover fascinating markets:   
 
Entrepreneur trip 2014 to South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong and China (November 6 – 17, 
2014)  
 
Find out more at: credit-suisse.com/entrepreneurtrip 
 
 


