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06. Can co-workers be compelled to act as witnesses?
What legal protections do employees have when
acting as witnesses in an investigation?
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Article 75 of the Civil Procedure Law of the PRC (Amended in 2021) provides, "All entities and individuals
that are aware of the circumstances of a case shall have the obligation to testify in court. The persons-in-
charge of relevant entities shall support the witnesses to testify in court. "Article 193 of the Criminal
Procedure Law of the PRC (Amended in 2018) provides, "Where, after the notification of a people's court, a
witness refuses to testify in court without justified reasons, the people's court may compel the witness to
appear in court, unless the witness is the spouse, a parent or a child of the defendant."
According to relevant provisions of the Civil Procedure Law of the PRC, only a court has the power to
compel a witness to appear in court. Neither the employer nor any other individual may compel any
colleague to act as a witness and testify in court. However, the employer may set forth in the employment
contract or its internal rules and regulations that the employee shall cooperate with its internal
investigation.

As for the legal system for witness protection, PRC's criminal procedure laws stipulate a relatively detailed
legal system for witness protection, such as establishing a crime of retaliating against a witness; making
public a witness's personal information such as name, address, employer and contact information for the
purpose of protecting the personal safety of the witness; using assumed names in the indictments; and so
on. However, there are relatively few legal provisions regarding the legal protection of witness in civil
procedure, and provisions only regulate the expenses that may be incurred by the witness for testifying in
court. For instance, Article 77 of the Civil Procedure Law of the PRC (Amended in 2021) provides, "The
necessary expenses incurred by a witness in fulfilling his obligation to testify in court, including
transportation, accommodation and meals, as well as the loss of salaries, shall be borne by the losing party.
If a party applies for a witness to testify, the costs and expenses shall be advanced by the party; if the
people's court notifies a witness to testify without the application by a party, the costs and expenses shall
be advanced by the people's court. "
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Due to the employee's duty of loyalty towards the employer and the employer's right to give instructions to
its employees, employees generally must take part in an ongoing investigation and comply with any
summons for questioning if the employer demands this (article 321d, Swiss Code of Obligations). If the
employees refuse to participate, they generally are in breach of their statutory duties, which may lead to
measures such as a termination of employment.

The question of whether employees may refuse to testify if they would have to incriminate themselves is
disputed in legal doctrine.[1] However, according to legal doctrine, a right to refuse to testify exists if
criminal conduct regarding the questioned employee or a relative (article 168 et seq, Swiss Criminal
Procedure Code) is involved, and it cannot be ruled out that the investigation documentation may later end
up with the prosecuting authorities (ie, where employees have a right to refuse to testify in criminal
proceedings, they cannot be forced to incriminate themselves by answering questions in an internal
investigation).[2]

 

[1] Nicolas Facincani/Reto Sutter, Interne Untersuchungen: Rechte und Pflichten von Arbeitgebern und
Angestellten, published on hrtoday.ch, last visited on 17 June 2022.

[2] Same opinion: Nicolas Facincani/Reto Sutter, Interne Untersuchungen: Rechte und Pflichten von
Arbeitgebern und Angestellten, published on hrtoday.ch, last visited on 17 June 2022.
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