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Conférence donnée en anglais par Cristina Bianchi l ors du Colloque de l’IIAS 
(International Institute of Archival Science) à Tri este, le 24 octobre 2016, et 
publiée sur Atlanti : International review for mode rn archival theory and 
practice, Volume 26 (2016), n°1, pp.65-71. 

La discussion qui s’en est suivie a été animée car autant les archivistes italiens que 
les archivistes de l’Europe de l’Est doivent faire face à ces problèmes, mais n’ont pas 
encore de règlements sur lesquels s’appuyer. 

Depuis la sortie de l’article, la Loi fédérale sur les mesures de coercition à des fins 
d’assistance et les placements extrafamiliaux antérieurs à 1981 a été publiée (délai 
référendaire jusqu’en janvier 2017). Voir 
http://www.fuersorgerischezwangsmassnahmen.ch/pdf/gegenvorschlag/entw-f.pdf 

 

Abstract en français: 

Archives sur les enfants “placés” : dossiers sensibles finalement décrits et ouverts  
au public, s’ils existent encore… 

L'article traite d'une partie de « l'histoire sociale sombre » de la Suisse et de son effet 
sur la réorganisation des fonds d'archives afin de trouver des informations sur les 
personnes concernées par des mesures coercitives d'assistance. Le terme «Enfance 
volée» désigne le traitement infligé par les autorités suisses aux enfants, orphelins 
ou de familles divorcées, placés de force dans des institutions et des familles 
d'accueil, dont le nombre est estimé à 100’000 entre 1800 et 1980. 

En ce qui concerne ces données sensibles, une enquête a été menée dans les 
institutions et les dépôts qui auraient pu garder des dossiers individuels de ces 
enfants. Les archives cantonales ont désormais centralisé ces informations autant 
que possible et les ont décrites. Depuis que des recommandations de conservation 
et l'accès garanti pour les personnes concernées ont été émis, une attention 
particulière est accordée aux documents comme les ordonnances judiciaires, les 
papiers de divorce, qui peuvent retracer le destin des victimes. D'autres types 
d’informations peuvent être trouvés dans les archives municipales, des exemples 
concrets en sont donnés. Le 12 avril 2013, la conseillère fédérale Simonetta 
Sommaruga s'est officiellement excusée au nom de la Confédération suisse et a 
demandé pardon pour les souffrances infligées. Une mesure a été adoptée pour 
distribuer une réparation financière, car les victimes encore en vie mènent souvent 
une vie précaire. 

Mots-clés: protection des données, accès, mesures légales, inventaires 
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Introduction 

The term "Stolen Childhood" refers to the treatment inflicted by the authorities of Switzerland 
to children, orphans or from divorced families, forcibly placed in institutions and foster 
families1. 

An estimated 100,000 is the number of children who were forced to leave their families, 
between 1800 and 1980. The reasons for these placements, mainly in farming families, but 
also in religious institutions, were many: poverty, death of parents, divorce, illegitimate birth, 
without forgetting "moral neglect", i.e. the incompatibility of parents’ lifestyle with bourgeois 
standards of the time. 

For the authorities, entrusting children to other families was much less expensive than 
providing assistance to the parents. Often deprived of love and brutally educated, these 
children were used as cheap labor or were victims of abuse of all kinds. 

For a long time their fate was surrounded by a guilty silence. But from 1990, thanks to the 
testimony of several of them, this reality emerged. In 2003, the Swiss Parliament passed a 
credit for a thorough historical research on this topic. 
 
On April 12, 2013, Federal Councilor Simonetta Sommaruga officially apologized on behalf 
of the Swiss Confederation, and asked forgiveness for the suffering inflicted. 
 
In relation to this sensitive data, what was destroyed, what has been preserved? Since 
conservation recommendations were issued, the cantonal archivists now pay special attention 
to this issue. Court orders, divorce papers, can for example trace the fate of the victims of 
coercive measures and placements outside the family. 
 
News regularly highlight the importance of being able to rely on the most complete 
nominative files as possible in order to restore stolen or sacrificed life course. Noting that 
historical research is made of flesh and blood, not just statistics, one of the cantonal archivists 
sees personal data as an undeniable part of historic preservation, and therefore : "It should not 
be destroyed in the name of the right to be forgotten." 
                                                           
1
 Geneviève Heller, Pierre Avvanzino, Cécile Lacharme. Enfance sacrifiée : Témoignages d’enfants placés entre 

1930 et 1970, 42 Les Cahiers, Lausanne, éésp, 2005 

Archives on “Placed” Children : Sensitive files 
finally described and opened, if still existing… 
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Sensitive files in the archives 

Australia has its Stolen generation, where mixed-race children of Aboriginal descent were 
removed from their families by the Australian Federal and State government agencies and 
church missions, under acts of their respective parliaments2, as part of the idea of assimilation. 
Canada has its Stolen generation, where, for nearly a century, the government forced 
indigenous children into residential schools, where up to 75 per cent were neglected and 
abused3.  

Assimilation was founded on the assumption of black/indigenous inferiority and white 
superiority, which proposed that Indigenous people should be allowed to “die out” through a 
process of natural elimination, or, where possible, should be assimilated into the white 
community.  

In Switzerland, it was social status and family context that determined the placement of white 
children from poor families or from “Travellers” in foster care. This measure has impacted on 
their lives, and today, most of those who are still alive lead a precarious life. The lack of 
affection, education and profession, added to psychological trauma, as sexual abuse, 
sterilization, abortion or forced adoption, has not helped them have a happy life as adults. It is 
therefore important to give them access to archival records when they request it, part of the 
path to recover self-esteem by finally knowing what really happened, and receive financial 
reparation. 

Access to the files, inventories and preservation of the archives allowing to document the 
placement of children in the 20th century are very different from one canton to another in 
Switzerland. It depends on the law about archives, often recent, and laws on information and 
protection of personal data. Moreover, private archives are not subject to these laws. 

Personal files on placed children are unequally preserved in public and private archives. Bad 
weather, moves, neglect and lack of interest from employees have ended in the destruction of 
such records in several places. Municipal archives are unequally preserved, by lack of staff. On 
the other hand, orphanages, foster homes might have deposited files in public archives, or kept 
them in their cellars. 

Regarding access to public archives, it also depends on each area. Often, personal data can only 
be consulted a hundred years after the closure of the file, or birth or death of the person. This 
can compromise the research in the 20th century. However, a written demand of consultation 
can be sent to public archives, and refusal of the authority must be motivated under, for 
example, protection of predominant private interest.  

The most important fonds of individual files has been created by the Service de protection de la 
Jeunesse (Office of Youth Protection - SPJ). It is a cantonal office in charge of the placement of 
children in difficulty. It also checks the institutions for children and foster families. Other 
                                                           
2
 http://www.australianstogether.org.au/stories/detail/the-stolen-generations 

3
 http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/rearvision/canada%E2%80%99s-stolen-generations/6598518 
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organizations, like Justice de Paix (General Tribunal), Tribunal des mineurs (Tribunal for 
Minors) and Tuteur général (General Curator) have important archives that bring 
complementary information. Foster and religious institutions4 also have archives, but as they 
have private statutes, they are not under the obligation to give access to their records. 

It is only since 1962 that the Cantonal archives of Vaud have asked the SPJ to keep the nominal 
files of the children and facilitate the records identification by using a single numbering system 
allowing an easy consultation. Therefore, not everything has been transferred or retrieved, as 
different numbering systems and classifications had been used during the 20th century, and 
disposal of records had already started. 

It is therefore difficult for a researcher to document the archives of people from whom he has 
received testimony. The requirement for anonymity and protection of personal data to third 
parties make personal records inaccessible, except with the formal agreement of the researcher 
not to disclose the information to the person and that the person must not ask the researcher; 
moreover, situations must not be identifiable by anyone. 

 

Legal decisions 

A Round Table has been created to establish the truth about this “dark chapter of Swiss recent 
history”, with the participation of directors of Swiss archives. One of the measures is to 
facilitate the access of the records to the person concerned. “The condition is, firstly, that the 
authorities and institutions, partly private, which manage the files know how to handle 
referrals. Moreover, these institutions and authorities must ensure that no file is destroyed until 
further notice and that the available records are kept in order and made accessible. This last 
condition is also essential both for victims and for the work of historians. Ultimately, it is also 
for our society”5. 

Recommendations have been issued by the Swiss Conference of archival directors to 
authorities, institutions6 and people concerned7, in which they say that people concerned by 
coercion measures are allowed to access nominal records. They explain how to preserve 
documents, orient in the jungle of local, regional and federal competences, give indications on 
how to help or be helped by specialists. Rules are given on how to ask for access and 
consultation, and see the records in the repository. There is no access deadline for the people 
concerned, but if a document mentions a third party that needs to be protected, part of it can be 
redacted. Copies can be received free of charge. A disagreement chapter is also present, as 
people can find wrong information about themselves; they must then mention it to the archivist 
and a disagreement mention will be added to the information. 

                                                           
4
 http://www.diocese-lgf.ch/fileadmin/documents/Documents/Marini/MARINI_rapport_recherche_2016.pdf 

Enfants placés à l’Institut Marini de Montet : Discriminations, maltraitances et abus sexuels. 

5
 http://www.fszm.ch/fr/index.html 

6
 http://www.fszm.ch/pdf/ADK-Empfehlung-Behoerden_fr.pdf 

7
 http://www.fszm.ch/pdf/ADK-Empfehlung-Betroffene_fr.pdf 
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A “Point of contact8” has been created for people directly concerned by these coercion 
measures before 1981. It proposes to support them through different actions : listen to their 
overwhelming past if they need to talk about it; counsel and support in the estimation of 
personal situation and how to go forward; establish a communication with professionals like 
psychologists to help overcome the past or other authorities and archives. 

   

Can information on placed children be found in municipal archives? 

In 2013, the former children affected by coercive measures for assistance obtained official 
recognition of their status as victims, recognition that has resulted in several steps: public 
excuses from Federal Councillor Simonetta Sommaruga, appointment of a delegate for 
victims of coercion for the purpose of assistance, opening of a website in three languages, 
organization of a round table, and recommendations of the Conference of directors of Swiss 
archives. 

As access to information and records are at the heart of the recognition process that is taking 
place, the local committees of archivists decided to sensitize its members and offer them some 
clues to locate information in connection with such placements. 

The placement of children  

Placement in homes, farms or institutions affected many children in the cantons. The 
accountability and tracking was held by a cantonal office whose name has changed during the 
20th century: Cantonal Institution for abandoned and unhappy childhood (1890-1920), Child 
Department (1920-1939 and 1957-1970), Social welfare Department and public assistance 
(1940-1956), Youth protection Service (since 1970). 

As for local authorities and their administration, they could have maintained contact with the 
parents of children placed with private institutions as well as welcoming institutions and 
cantonal services. 

Access to information 

As it is a difficult, complicated and sensitive matter for the aging people who are now seeking 
information, the cantonal Mediation Office, in cooperation with the State Chancellery, has 
been nominated and is now responsible for supporting the persons concerned in their efforts, 
among others, to identify the authority or institution holding the information sought. 

If access to records is largely held through the cantonal archives repositories, the officials of 
municipal archives are also invited to respond. It is important that local archivists make an 
effort to locate and preserve the information that can enable them to provide reliable answers 
to this type of requests. 

The location of information 

In a review of the conservation of files of placed children, Genevieve Heller (see note 1) 
mentioned the role of the Vaud Cantonal Archives, who in 1980 already took steps to 
preserve records and information available at the time. In 2005, the ACV created finding aids 
to facilitate access. 

                                                           
8
 http://www.fszm.ch/fr/points_contact.html 
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In terms of municipal archives, the researches made by the archival committees, and 
supplemented exchanges with Geneviève Heller, led to conclude that the presence of placed 
children files is unlikely to be found in municipal archives. 

However, administrative and legal obligations of the municipality to their residents lead to 
exchanges and decisions that leave traces. Schooling, relationships with parents of children 
placed, contact with institutions and households located in the municipality, and registration 
at the residents office might have information related to the investigations. This list is not 
exhaustive but it shows the variety of sources from which information could be found: 
minutes of the Municipality, financial accounts, help for the poor, social welfare records, 
school board, police reports, general correspondence and archives of private institutions that 
have been retrieved. 

Municipal archivists have not been much contacted until now for such research and it is still 
difficult to imagine the complementarity between these sources and those kept in cantonal 
archives. Experience will firstly clarify the contours and also identify the categories of the 
richest municipal records containing information on children in foster care. Two researches in 
the municipal archives of Pully and Yverdon-les-Bains helped find information that was 
missing: minutes of the Municipality, correspondence and a file in the archives of an 
institution. 

 

Case study 

Thanks to this new law in Switzerland, a woman born in 1942 asked the Mediation Office to 
find information about why she had been torn from her family and put in a nursery. No 
information was found in the Cantonal archives. She only knew she was coming from the city 
of Pully, on the border of the Geneva lake. 

The municipal archivist of Pully started looking at all the files that might have had some 
information, but she had no foster home archives or Justice de Paix files. After long searches 
in all the files having documents dated 1942, she found the following: 

1) Residents’registration office : name of the father, born in 1897 and of the mother, separated 
from the husband in 1943 and gone back to her mother’s house. They had three boys and a 
girl.  

- At the same date of the separation, a sentence says “girl sent to the village of X, 
Small Families” (supposedly a nursery). 

- A handwritten sentence in pencil says, across the form : “the father was put in jail on 
10.1.1943 by the police of Pully, for serious threats to family members”. 

2) Letter of the Municipality to a social service, dated June 10, 1940, on military Relief that 
the family already receives, and that the wife has left for the village Y where her mother lives. 

3) In the minutes of June 2, 1941, the Municipality proposes to give to the father, painter in 
Pully, the job of painting fences along the local train, in order to help him - this in accordance 
with the estimate provided. The proposal is admitted. 

4) Letter of the Municipality to the Cantonal Commission for assistance from Lausanne, dated 
December 6, 1941, at the request of the Nestlé Nursery for one of the male children. 
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5) Letter of the Municipality to the Nestlé Nursery, December 19, 1941, saying they should 
contact the cantonal Commission for support, the only organism competent in the matter. 

6) Proof of residence, dated 5 April 1943, concerning another of the boys, born January 6, 
1940 in Pully. 

The archivist sent a copy of these documents to the Mediation Office9, who is in charge of 
communicating whatever is possible and necessary to the former placed child. 

It is always a shock to learn, even when one is 74 years old today, that the father drank, was 
violent, had no job and received military relief, threatened the family member and spent 
regularly a couple of days in jail. Learn that the mother fled to her own mother, leaving the 
children behind (too poor, famished and beaten, surely). Learn that she has three brothers, all 
placed in different institutions and with whom she lost contact, not remembering anything as 
she was two years’ old when she was displaced… 

The mediators say that it is difficult to track the life of such children10. There are always 
“holes” that can’t be filled. The person having suffered from measures of coercion on the 
purpose of assistance, on the other hand, doesn’t often want all the details. “They want to 
know, but not too much”, says a social worker...  

The difficulty and the frustration of the archivist are to find a good balance between the right 
to know, the records they can find, well classified or not, and the lack of information due to 
administrative mismanagement. They should be able to answer the question: “Which measure 
has been pronounced against this person concerned, when, by which authority, where has it 
been executed and by which authority and institution?” 

 

                                                           
9
 http://www.profa.ch/fr/services/centre-lavi/ 

10
 http://enbas.net/index.php?id=pierrette-frochaux Nos chers protégés. A book written by an archivist about 

the placement of 5 children in her family history in Switzerland. 


