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PERHAPS NO OTHER COUNTRY IS AS CLOSELY ASSOCIATED WITH FINANCE AND WEALTH AS 
Switzerland. So, it should come as no surprise that Swiss building costs are also among 
the most expensive in the world.

Last year’s international construction costs report, prepared by consultant Arcadis, 
identified Switzerland as the priciest market in which to build, ahead of Denmark, Hong 
Kong and Sweden. The 2016 report focuses on cities rather than countries, but Geneva 
still takes fourth place, only surpassed by New York, London and Hong Kong.

“Hong Kong is a very small territory, so if you look at national construction markets, 
Switzerland is still probably the most expensive large country,” says Simon Rawlinson 
MRICS, Arcadis’ head of strategic research.

David Duffy FRICS, chairman of Swiss construction economist Ecas, says that building 
costs are on average 20%-25% higher – and in some cases up to 40% higher – than 
neighbouring countries. That is despite a value added tax rate of 8%, more than 10% 
less than in the surrounding EU countries.

Why is construction in Switzerland so expensive? A large part of the explanation rests 
with the Swiss franc. The strength of the currency is such that it easily tops the Economist’s 
Big Mac index, which measures whether currencies are overvalued or undervalued by 
comparing how much a McDonald’s burger costs in each country. In January 2015, the 
index suggested that the Swiss currency was overvalued by 33%, even before the Swiss 
franc shot up against the euro last year because the country’s central bank abandoned 
its currency peg to the euro. 

“In an international price comparison, the exchange rate adds an extra 10% or even 
20% to the cost of construction in Switzerland,” says Duffy.

ROUND NUMBERS
The Circle (1) is a mixed-use 
development currently under 
construction next to Zurich 
airport. The 2m ft2  (180,000 
m2) scheme has a projected 
cost of CHF1bn (£703.4m)

DRAG ON FINANCES
Japan Tobacco International’s 
new Geneva headquarters (2) 
took three years to build and 
costs exceeded its CHF150m 
(£105.5m) initial budget, 
reports Swiss magazine Bilan

SHOW ME THE 
MONEY

1

If you want to get anything built  
in Switzerland, you’d better have  
deep pockets, says Stuart Watson

2
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to use foreign casual labour and it is closely monitored,” says 
Chiovetta. “We use a lot of external subcontractors and if 
their workforce is not properly registered we are responsible 
for it; so the bigger companies need to be guardians for the 
compliance of the smaller ones.”

Chiovetta argues that foreign firms find it difficult to 
compete except for very basic jobs, reducing competition 
that might otherwise help to keep prices down.

Not surprisingly, you need deep pockets to compete. 
“Pension funds play a huge part in purchasing and 
constructing new buildings,” says Derek Hill MRICS, Ecas 
benchmarks manager. “A small developer probably wouldn’t 
survive here. To own one block of apartments you would 
need to have several million behind you.”

Inward migration of highly paid professionals has helped 
to keep Switzerland’s economy competitive despite the 
strength of its currency, says Duffy, but it has also driven 
demand for high-quality housing, increasing prices further 
still: “A German buyer or tenant expects perfection,” says 
Duffy. “But a Swiss occupier expects perfection-plus.”

The high value of the franc makes it cheaper to import 
materials and equipment from abroad. However, “materials 

are only a fraction of the cost of labour and there is still 
loyalty to local products and manufacturers from contractors 
and clients”, says Chiovetta.

Swiss inflation was negative throughout 2015 and, 
together with lower materials prices and slightly increased 
competition, that has helped to subdue further cost increases 
over the past year, suggests Hill. Nevertheless, Switzerland 
will continue to be a very expensive market in which to build. 

There is a silver lining, though, for property developers. 
“Finding savings in the construction cost is not the most 
critical factor to the success of a property development,” says 
Chiovetta. “The prices here are justified in part by high 
construction quality. Also, the development will have a 
higher rental income and investors accept lower yields on 
projects in Switzerland because the economic environment 
is safer. It is a lower risk, lower return business environment.”

Like a Swiss watch, the country’s property market is 
pricey, but quality and reliability never come cheap. n
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Another contributory factor is the country’s status within 
Europe. “Switzerland is this little, semi-protected island, 
despite signing up to all the EU’s free trade agreements,” says 
Duffy. “That affects Switzerland in every respect, not just 
construction. The Swiss consumer is forever complaining 
about having to pay 10%-20% more for the same goods sold 
over the border. If a building products manufacturer wants 
to sell its products in Switzerland, inevitably it will set a 
slightly higher price than it would in Germany.”

Although construction companies from outside 
Switzerland are free to operate within its borders, they have 
to pay their workers as much as their Swiss equivalents and 
abide by the same rules on employee training and benefits.

“The cost of living is higher, which translates into higher 
labour costs; the labour market is highly regulated and 
unions are extremely powerful,” says Sylvain Chiovetta 
MRICS, head of development for west Switzerland at 
construction company, Implenia. 

Luciano Gabriel, CEO of investor-developer PSP Swiss 
Property, adds: “In general, salary levels are higher, but the 
biggest difference is for unskilled labour. In Switzerland, 
people are sometimes surprised when buildings don’t have 
a doorman or valet parking. Hiring the people to do those 
jobs costs significantly more here. The lowest salaries are 
CHF22-CHF23 [£15-£16] an hour.”

Labour regulations are strictly and efficiently enforced. 
Building sites violating the rules are shut down. “It is illegal IM
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SWISS TOLLS
Geneva is now the second most 
expensive European city in which 
to build. The index covers 13 
different building types and the 
range represents differences in 
specification as well as the cost 
of labour and materials
Source: Arcadis

NEW HEIGHTS 
Zurich’s Prime 
Tower office 
development 
was completed 
in 2011 and  
is the tallest 
building in 
Switzerland.  
The property 
cost CHF380m 
(£267.4m)  
to build

International construction costs report 
2016 Prepared by consultant Arcadis  
bit.ly/Arcadis2016
CRB Provides pricing information for 
construction and maintenance costs  
in Switzerland (German/French/Italian) 
crb.ch

Swiss Federal Statistical Office Provides 
an index for various types of construction 
(German) bit.ly/Swiss_stats
Zurich Wohnbaupreise Index Tracks the 
price of constructing a typical Zurich 
residential apartment building (German) 
bit.ly/stadtZurich_ZIW

REFERENCE POINT REPORTS AND RESOURCES

Briefing

BY NUMBERS
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