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Abstract: In 2012, the European Union introduced two optional quality terms (OQT) as new tools
for the enhancement of food products. Two years later, the requirements for the use of the OQT
“mountain product” were defined to enhance agricultural production in harsh environments, such as
mountain areas. This new tool aimed at promoting local development, maintaining the economic
activities in mountain areas and redistributing wealth. The present research aims at understanding if
farmers perceived this tool as useful and evaluates their level of awareness. To this aim, a sample
of 68 traditional cheese producers from the North West Alpine Arch was interviewed. The results
show that some cheese producers have a positive attitude towards the concepts set out in the OQT
“mountain product” and consider it a useful tool to promote and enhance their products. Some
critical elements are also discussed.

Keywords: cheese producers; mountain products; traditional cheeses; Italian North West Alps

1. Introduction

One of the roles the EU covers is that of creating an equilibrium amongst the dimensions of
governance, embedding, and marketing, in order to define policies and strategies to manage productive
activities. One such activity is to define strategic choices for the promotion of European foodstuffs [1].
Indeed, during the early 90s the European Union (EU) introduced and implemented numerous tools
for the protection and enhancement of food. The Mediterranean approach to food quality paved the
way for the historical base for the promotion of foods in the European Union (EU) [2]. This approach
defined food quality on the basis of sensorial aspects, i.e., taste, flavour, smell, texture and colour,
as well as the history of its origin and culture along with the terroir, i.e., the natural environment a
particular wine (and recently also food) is produced in, covering factors such as the soil, topography
and climate [3–8].

These various tools can provide opportunities and advantages, such as the geographical
indications (GIs), i.e., protected designations of origin (PDOs) and protected geographical indications
(PGIs). Numerous authors have reported that there is an opportunity for PDO producers to obtain a
premium price [9,10], develop depressed rural areas [11,12], raise tourist interest [13] and transform
the agro-food sector into the second most important productive activity in Italy [14]. Moreover, these
tools preserve the territorial biodiversity, traditional production systems and cultural practices tied to
local history and culture [15], so as to protect the rural economy and communicate and reconnect with
consumers [16,17]. However, the GIs also evidenced some negative elements involved in the slight
differences between PDOs and PGIs in some cases [18], including the limited diffusion of the term
traditional specialties guaranteed (TSG) [19], mainly due to its weak tie with the territory [20,21]; the
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fact that there is no integrated supply chain, which reduces the economic activities and the possibility
of their being profitable [22]; and the organisational difficulties both big and small GIs have to face [23].

On the one hand, the EU GIs may limit process and product innovation, so as to meet the
requirements that define the foodstuff as a typical product, whilst on the other, it provides several
advantages that protect against food fraud [23]. Indeed, the purpose of EU GIs is that of protecting
the European consumer against counterfeit goods, abuse or agro-piracy, therefore, to reach this goal,
typical foodstuffs have been enhanced with the regulation of food reputation and territorial quality by
the EU [24]. In this context, the latest EU regulation on geographical indications (EU Regulation No.
1151/2012) has introduced a set of new tools for the protection and enhancement of food products
in rural areas, under the group name of optional quality term (OQT). The Commission Delegated
EU Regulation, No. 665/2014, regulated the conditions for the use of the optional quality term
“mountain product” (MP), to support the implementation of a mountain value chain [25]. This new
tool aimed at promoting local development, maintaining the economic activities in mountain areas
and redistributing wealth, whilst, at the same time, promoting the territory.

This study aimed at the analysis of the stakeholders’ perception of the optional quality term
“mountain product”. In particular, the authors focused their attention on the milk–cheese value chain,
interviewing 68 cheese producers. The research highlighted some differences amongst the traditional
cheese producers’ perception of the OQT “mountain product” and emphasized some feasible benefits
that different food operators could have by using it.

This study is organized as follows:

Section 2: a literature review of studies dedicated to mountain food products.
Section 3: the methodological approach adopted to reach the goal of the paper.
Section 4: the main results obtained.
Section 5: the main elements defined by the results.

The last paragraph presents the conclusions and limitations of the study.

2. Literature Review

The European Commission establishes a tool dedicated to mountain products, also in order to
support consumers in their choices. In fact, although some consumers had a positive opinion of
mountain products, there was a low level of information on the origin and characteristics of these
products, mainly due to poor communication and lack of information [26]. The introduction of official
transparent labels at a European level is considered a useful tool to evaluate whether a product really
originated in mountain areas [27–29]. The lack of an official definition for “mountain products” and the
fact that the consumer has poor and/or inadequate knowledge of the products, generates a number of
difficulties for the dealer. However, these factors tend to decrease if the retailer belongs to a “alternative
supply chain” [30]. The relationship between dealer and consumer balances out when the local and
cultural dimension is considered the main element that characterizes mountain products [31].

On the basis of these indications, the European Union attempted to focus on the adoption of
the quality optional indication with the goal of creating a support tool and organizing the mountain
supply chain. They did this by networking the various food operators, also to shed more light on the
real meaning of “mountain product”. Consequently, the European labelling scheme has been described
as a tool of communication, promotion and territorial development, something that creates value and
the redistribution of wealth, also in favor of disadvantaged areas [32] affected by different negative
phenomena, such as the abandonment of land [33,34].

The European legislators set up some quality systems dedicated to the enhancement of mountain
products, to identify the requirements that must be met for the food category, which were conceived
and created in Switzerland and France. The Swiss quality scheme has been applied to Swiss agricultural
products which respect some requirements, such as origin, foraging, breeding, ingredients and the site
of production. The system foresees controls and certification by third parties, which certify all products
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that use the terms mountain (montagna) and Alps (Alpe) in the different phases of the supply chain,
including packaging and labeling. The standard also stipulates that the use of the terms, mountain
and Alps included in trademarks be regulated. The French standard stipulates that the product is
to be specified, i.e., it must have indications of the specific manufacturing process and the product
itself. That is to say it must state where the goods were produced and include the various phases
of the supply chain, the origin of the raw materials used for animal feed and/or the manufacture of
these products. Both the preparation and the application of any specific technical standards, dedicated
to the individual product or product categories, is also to be specified. Unlike the Swiss system, the
French system stipulates that the management and control of the use of the term mountain be directly
managed by the French authorities, without any intervention by a third party certifier. Moreover, this
system allows only the term mountain to be used if it has already been used in trademarks and trade
names established before the standard was implemented [25,35,36]. The EU legislator chose to define
a labeling scheme without the intervention of a third party certifier, in line with the French policy.

Since the introduction of the term “mountain product”, it has been properly defined and officially
regulated by the EU Delegated Regulation 665/2014. In fact, Article 1, stipulates that the term “mountain
product” may be applied to “products made from animals that are reared for at least the last two thirds of
their life in those mountain areas, if the products are processed in such areas” or, in alternative, “products
made from transhumant animals that have been reared for at least one quarter of their life in transhumance
grazing on pastures in mountain areas”. Article 2 specifies that “feedstuffs for farm animals shall be deemed
to come essentially from mountain areas if the proportion of the annual animal diet that cannot be produced in
mountain areas, expressed as a percentage of dry matter, does not exceed 50% and, in the case of ruminants, 40%”.
Moreover, Article 6 provides derogation: “following processing operations may take place outside mountain
areas, provided that the distance from the mountain area in question does not exceed 30 km: (a) processing
operations for the production of milk and milk products in processing facilities in place on 3 January 2013”.

Some critical elements came to light, including whether the potential stakeholders saw an effective
need for this term [37]. The initial preliminary analysis on this issue showed a need for a more extensive
and detailed dissemination of European initiatives. Furthermore, there was poor interest in the
implementation of a quality certification scheme for the supply chains with complicated requirements,
such as those that cover breeding [38,39].

The paucity of studies dedicated to the implementation of the OQT "mountain product” led us to
formulate two research questions:

1. What perception do cheese producers have of the OQT “mountain product”?
2. Could the adoption of the OQT “mountain product” be useful for mountain producers or other stakeholders,

to improve their business?

3. Methodology

The sample identified for the survey was chosen on the basis of three main factors: firstly, the
breeding supply chain for cheese in more complex than other if the OQT “mountain product” is to be
applied, in agreement with the initial research on OQT [38,39]; secondly, OQT is a labeling scheme
and its nature requires particular attention if it is to meet the requirements; thirdly, a model area
was defined and the Alpine Arch of North-West of Italy was chosen, as it is a territory with a strong,
long-standing cheese tradition, supported by several recent studies dedicated to traditional cheese
production [40–45].

So as to satisfy the requirements for the first and third factors, six traditional mountain cheeses
produced in the North-West Alpine Arch were identified. They are regulated by Italian ministerial
decree (DM 350/99), which is dedicated to Italian traditional foodstuffs [21]. Indeed, the selected
cheeses were Bettelmat or Bettelmatt, Maccagno or Macagn, Toma Del Lait Brusc or Bianca Alpina, Plaisentif,
i.e., a particular kind of Toma d’Alpeggio, Nostrale d’Alpe and Toumin Dal Mel, all of which are indicated
in the Italian national list.
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They are characterized by product specifications with production requirements. A brief
description of the cheeses follows.

Bettelmat is a pasture cheese, produced in the Antigorio and Formazza Valleys (on the Swiss
border of Piedmont). It is a fat cheese, with semi-cooked paste obtained from whole fat milk in a single
milking. The yellow paste is soft and compact with a sweet and very intense flavor. The seasoning
must be at least 60 days [40,41].

Maccagno is a dry-salted cheese, made from whole fat milk obtained in one or two milkings,
coagulated with calf rennet at 35 ◦C–37 ◦C [42]. It is made in some Communes of the Vercelli and
Novara Provinces (on the Valle d’Aosta border of Piedmont). The aroma is sweet and the cheese has a
very intense flavor [35].

Toma Del Lait Brusc (known also as Bianca Alpina) is a dairy product from the Susa, Sangone and
the Lanzo Alpine Valleys (Piedmont). Toma is a raw, semi fat cow’s-milk cheese with middle-long
ageing. This Toma must age for no less than 70 days, to allow this cheese to express its typical aromatic
characteristics [38,42].

Plaisentif is a cheese obtained from whole raw milk in pasture obtained at a minimum altitude
of 1800 m from the Alta Chisone Valley, in the Communes of Fenestrelle, Usseaux, Pragelato, Roure
and Perosa Argentina or from the High Susa Valley, in the Communes of Cesana Torinese, Exilles,
Oulx, Salbertrand, Sauze di Cesana, Sauze d’Oulx, Sestriere (the French border of Piedmont). The
transformation of milk into cheese must be carried out at a height of no less than 1400 m. The taste is
sapid, balanced with a slightly consistent structure [42–44].

Toumin Dal Mel is a cheese produced not only in the Communes of Melle, Frassino and Valmola,
but also in the neighboring municipalities of Brossasco, Isasca, Piasco, Rossana, Sampeyre and Venasca
(Piedmont). It is a cheese obtained from whole milk from Piedmontese bred cows, fed mainly on local
fodder. Small quantities of goat’s milk may be added, but it must not exceed 10%. The taste is sweet
and reminiscent of fresh milk [42].

Nostrale d’Alpe is a cow’s milk cheese, produced in the mountainous area of the province of Cuneo
(the French border of Piedmont). The milk is obtained from pasture animals, bred at a height of no
less than 1500 m. Either raw milk, whole milk or slightly skimmed milk is used, to make a raw and
pressed paste. The flavor is intense, sapid and balanced [45].

The selected cheeses meet the requirements in the second factor. Indeed, the production of all
these cheeses requires that the producer meet all the requirements of a voluntary production scheme
dedicated to cheeses, that are not covered by geographical indication or protected denomination.

So as to define the sample, all the producers of these cheeses were selected and, with the
application of the three aforementioned factors, the sample covers sixty-eight farmers: eight out
of 68 Bettelmat producers, 12 out of 68 Maccagno, five out of 68 Toumin Dal Mel, 12 out of 68 Plaisentif,
14 out of 68 Toma Del Lait Brusc and 17 out of 68 were producers of Nostrale d’Alpe.

A semi-structured telephone survey was implemented [46], so that both the questions and their
order could be changed, according to the individual interviewed, in line with other authors [47–49].
Each interview lasted around 20 min. The questions covered were: the distribution channels used
to sell the cheese production, the perception of the OQT “mountain product”, related to utility for
potential stakeholders (farmers, large distribution operators, agro-industry operators). Moreover, the
farmers were asked about their knowledge of the OQT and its potential implementation. Each one
gave personal opinions as to the utility for their own farms and reported any disapproval of the term
“mountain product”.

Some topics were presented with a series of Likert scale-type questions [50] to assess the cheese
producers’ perception [22,51–53] as to how important it is that different food operators use the OQT
“mountain product”, i.e., small/medium farmers, agro-food industries, large-scale retailers. These
scales had seven points, which ranged from one to seven, i.e., 1 = strongly disagree, up to 7 = strongly
agree. All interviews were done from November, 2015, to February, 2016.
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The interview results were analyzed singularly by one of the authors, so as to avoid their being
influenced in the evaluation phase [54]. Lastly, the results obtained by each single author were pooled,
compared and the fundamental issues pertinent to the aim of this paper were extrapolated.

4. Results

A total of 57 out of 68 farms analyzed had their own enterprise in a mountain territory, whilst the
others went to mountain pastures only in the summer. The transhumance was made by a total of 57 out
of 68 enterprises for at least three months a year, whilst three out of 68 farms did so for less than three
months and eight out of 68 farms that were located in the mountains did not make a transhumance.

A total of 24 out of 68 farms also produced milk that was given to other packing and processing
centers, such as the dairies (three located in mountain areas, seven in the plain), the dairy cooperatives
(one in the mountains and one in the plain) and the powdered milk industrial plants (one in the plain);
five farms also sold their cheese to maturing centers.

The farmers were asked about the retail channels used and which percentage of the total
distribution of the traditional cheeses produced this represented. A total of 44 out of 51 producers
used direct sales companies as their main channel, taking into consideration an average of 73.68% of
the production of the traditional cheeses considered. The second distribution channel was direct sales
in market areas (49.41%) for 17 producers, whilst 11 farms sold their traditional cheeses to wholesalers
and retailers, for an average of 39.09% and 25.45% respectively. Another eight farms commercialized to
restaurateurs, for an average of 17.50% and six farms sold their production to large retail organizations,
for an average of 28.33% of the total production (Figure 1).
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The farmers were then asked to assess how important the use of the term “mountain product” was
for three categories of operators, i.e., large food companies, small farms and large retail organizations.
They quantified the degree of importance using a Likert scale with scores that ranged from one to
seven, for each category of trader identified. In terms of absolute value, the highest scores were
recorded amongst the Bettelmatt producers, both for large agri-business (4.625) and small farms (6.25)
and the Toma lait brusc producers for large retail organizations (4.29). Conversely, the lowest scores
were reported by the Maccagno producers for large food companies (3.25), the Nostrale d’Alpe producers
for large retail organizations (2.65) and the Toma Del Lait Brusc producers for small farms (4.93).

However, the interviewees tended to assign a higher value of the use of the term “mountain
product” to small farms, for an average of 4.93–6.25 and an average of the entire sample of 5.544.
Conversely, large retail organizations (min 2.65; max 4; av. 3.412) and agribusiness (min 3.25; max
4.625; av. 3.794) gave a lower value to the use of this term.

Noteworthy with regard to variance was that a wider variability was expressed by Toumin Dal
Mel producers than small farms (5.700), Bettelmat producers for agro-industry (4.625) and Plaisentif
manufacturers for large retail organizations (4.061). Whilst there was lower variance amongst the
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Bettelmat (1.929) and Maccagno (2.061) manufacturers, who agreed on the efficacy of adopting the term
“mountain product” for direct and retail sales from the small farms.

There was, however, a certain homogeneity in the replies given by food companies: the variance
was 3.909–5.411, with an average of 4.554. A more contained evaluation was given as to the differences
between the producers in the analysis of large retail organizations, with a variance of 2.2–4.061 and an
average of 3.201.

These guidelines were confirmed by the figures obtained in the standard deviation: the lowest
values came from Bettelmat manufacturers on small farms (σ = 1.38873), Toumin Dal Mel manufacturers
for large retailer organizations (σ = 1.4832397) and Plaisentif manufacturers for agro-industrial
companies (σ = 1.977143). The standard deviation of the whole sample showed that small farms
were homogeneous on their opinions as to the use of this term (σ2 = 1.66109) as were large retail
organizations (σ3 = 1.7891), whilst the evaluation was less homogeneous for large food companies
(σ1 = 2.134009) (Table 1).

Table 1. The farmers’ perception of how useful it is to adopt the term “mountain product” for some
market operators, in the reply to the question : “In your opinion, how useful is the OQT mountain
product label for (assigning value from 1 to 7; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree): large food
companies, small farms, large retail organizations”.

AVERAGE SCORE (σ)-STANDARD DEVIATION

Food Companies Farmers Large Retailers Food Companies (σ1) Farmers (σ2) Large Retail ers (σ3)

Maccagno 3.25 5.67 2.67 2.094365 1.435481 1.669694
TouminDal Mel 3.4 5.2 3.8 2.302173 2.387467 1.4832397
Nostrale d’Alpe 3.47 5.76 2.65 2.095162 1.786386 1.497547

Plaisentif 4.5 5.5 3.67 1.977142 1.507557 2.015095
Bettelmat 4.625 6.25 4 2.326094 1.38873 1.85164

Toma del Lait Brusc 3.71 4.93 4,29 2.267787 1.730464 1.728876
TOTAL 3.794 5.544 3.412 2.134009 1.66109 1.789149

As to the questions dedicated to the knowledge and usefulness of adopting the term “mountain
product” for their company, only 36.76% of the sample (25 out of 68 farms) declared that they knew the
European legislation on mountain products. After providing the basic information on the regulation
of the instrument to all respondents, it was asked whether, on the basis of the information acquired,
they would have complied with the requirements of the EU Regulation No. 665/2014. A total of
56 producers (83.25% of the sample) were sure that they were able to respond positively to the
requirements. In fact, all the producers of Bettelmat, Toma del Lait Brusc and Plaisentif were convinced
that they were able to comply with this regulation, whilst those of Nostrale d’Alpe, Maccagno and Toumin
Dal Mel, were divided on this point (Table 2).

During the interview, the need for a documented management system to ensure fulfillment
of the requirements came to light. The cost of this quality control system, to be carried out by the
farms themselves, was hypothesized in terms of man hours and 67.65% of the producers were willing
to bear these costs, in particular, all producers of Bettelmat and most of those of Maccagno, Nostrale
d’Alpe and Plaisentif. A total of 44.12% of the sample was willing to bear the costs if a certification
scheme for the identification of mountain products were to be made available (Table 2). The Plaisentif
manufacturers were particularly sensitive to this kind of initiative, as almost all (11 out of 12) would
have accepted reasonable costs. Indeed, amongst the farms willing to recognize an economic value of
the certification, 33.3% of the sample declared they would have incurred a cost of 2–5% of the total
value of the production and 10% even more than 5%. Whilst, 36.7% of the sample was not able to
quantify the certification costs.

Then the producers were asked if they thought that the application of this term could have been
considered a useful promotion and enhancement tool for the product and the territory linked to it. A
total of 86.78% of the sample were of the opinion that it would have most likely had positive effects, in
terms of increased visibility and promotion of the territory, whilst 77.94% thought that it might well
have also provided added value to the product at the time of the sale (Table 2).
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One of the potential weak points of this European tool is that the Regulation 665/2014 is applied
to a maximum distance limit of 30 km from the reference mountain and where the transformation
phases take place. This rule allows for the transformation of the milk outside the mountain territories,
but this is not in line with the philosophy most producers follow that all the production activities
must be carried out in mountain areas. Indeed, a total of 69.12% of the sample thought that such a
concession is absurd and hope that the competent authorities will modify it.

Table 2. Knowledge of and use of the term “mountain product” (MP), i.e., know-how on Optional
Quality Term (OQT), ability to meet MP requirements and to sustain the quality control costs,
willingness to pay certification costs, perception of added value of product and benefits of the use of
the OQT “mountain product”.

No.
Producers

MP
Knowledge

Meet
Requirements

Producer’s Quality
Control Costs

Certification
Costs

MP
Benefits

Added
Value

Maccagno 12 4 7 9 3 11 9

TouminDal
Mel 5 2 2 0 0 3 2

Nostrale
d’Alpe 17 6 13 11 9 14 13

Plaisentif 12 6 12 11 11 11 11

Bettelmatt 8 2 8 8 2 8 6

Toma Del
Lait Brusc 14 5 14 7 5 12 12

TOTAL 68 25 56 46 30 59 53

% 36.76 82.35 67.65 44.12 86.76 77.94

In the concluding part of the interview, the producers were asked if they thought there were
any other potential criticisms they could have made as to the use of this term, on the basis of their
experience in the field and considering the information that came to light during the interview itself.
A total of 26.47% of the interviewees were of the opinion that the term “mountain product” was not
so useful for the smaller farms that have to work in less advantaged rural areas. A total of 23.53%
of the sample thought that the control systems seemed to be bound to the honesty of the individual
concerned and, therefore, they do not suffice to ensure the application of the labeling scheme. Some
enterprises considered that European funds could be taken advantage of better if they were to be
applied to business counseling and/or supporting easy access to other forms of funding (8.82%) and
thought that the local public organizations should support farm activities more.

Conversely, some of the producers (8.82%) emphasized the need for more specific labelling
systems, both geographically, i.e., that indicate the origin of the valley and in terms of altimeters, i.e.,
the altitude of the pasture or the farm should be indicated (Table 3).

Table 3. The doubts involved in the OQT “mountain product” by the producers i.e., the derogation of
30 km, the scarce usefulness of OQT for small mountain farms, the lack of a regulated control system,
the lack of local entities’ support, the lack of consultancy activities to access European funds, the lack
of a classified labelling system.

No.
Producers

30 km
Limit

MP
Useless

No
Controls

Local
Entities

Consultancies
/Support

Classify
Labelling

Maccagno 12 10 3 1 2 2 0
Toumin Dal Mel 5 4 2 0 0 0 0
Nostrale d’Alpe 17 15 5 5 0 1 5

Plaisentif 12 6 4 6 3 2 0
Bettelmatt 8 4 2 1 0 0 1

Toma Del Lait Brusc 14 8 2 3 1 1 0
TOTAL % 68 47 18 16 6 6 6

(n = 68) 69.12 26.47 23.53 8.82 8.82 8.82
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5. Discussion

Noteworthy is the fact that 51 out of 68 of the farms that answered the question on the reference
sales markets, 36 out of 51 sell at least 90% of their production directly to the consumer without
commercial intermediaries, of which 17 sell all their production on the farm and two producers in
outdoor markets. The added value of the direct relationship between the farm and the consumer, that
in terms of guarantee can be considered the most effective tool, is evident here [55]. The last part of the
interview brought to light the fact that the term “mountain product” was considered of no use for the
farms that made direct sales, which, in itself, is a guarantee of quality.

However, the data show some linearity of judgment of the term, with a higher average score
(5.544 out of 7) for farms and a lower one (3.412 out of 7) for large retail organizations. The average
value assigned to the usefulness of this term for food enterprises is intermediate and slightly higher
than that of the large retail organizations (3.794 out of 7) even if assigned individual assessments do
show a higher level of inhomogeneity in assessing the issue (σ1 = 2.134009; σ2 = 1.66109; σ3 = 1.789149).

When compliance with the requirements of the regulations on mountain products was discussed,
it was seen that those who do not think they can comply live in the provinces of Cuneo (seven out of
12) and Biella (five out of 12). This is mainly due to the difficulties involved in obtaining the necessary
quantity of fodder, due to the scarcity of usable agricultural land in the vicinity and/or compliance
with the mountain residence times foreseen for the transhumance.

Overall, the survey data emphasize that some of the respondents have a positive attitude towards
the contents of the European regulation and that they consider it to be a useful tool for the promotion
and commercial enhancement of their products. However, mainly those producers that deal directly
with the customer believe that the presence of producer and promotion through “word of mouth”
seem to suffice to sell their entire production. They emphasize the importance of sacrifice and passion
as the most elected tools to promote their products. Therefore, these observations led us to re-evaluate
the tool and consider other hypothetical initiatives according to individual producers’ needs, e.g.,
consultancies on the access to EU funding.

The survey also emphasized the critical issues that have emerged in the past, such as the
possibility of carrying out the processing activities within 30 km of the mountainous border area
and the self-declaration limit and its control system [32,37]. Moreover, at least in the Italian context,
the labelling system has mainly been set-up by the food industry for well-known consumer brands
such as Parmigiano Reggiano [56]. Another problem that came to light is the lack of regulation for the
symbols and the terms, i.e., “mountain”, “alpine” or the like, which are used to promote foods that do
not necessarily conform to the EU Regulation 665/2014 [25,37]. Moreover, the producers report a lack
of information and communication as to the OQT “mountain product”, according to Finco et al. [26].

Mountain foodstuff enhancement is a priority which involves not only all the operators that work
in such territories, but all stakeholder networks, including public and territorial organizations. The EU
labeling scheme is a demonstration of how this question is of institutional interest at a European level,
in line with other authors [26,32]. This tool is to be considered an enhancement of a set of territorial
marketing tools that can be of help to small producers of niche production in marginal areas [40].

However, there is yet another European noteworthy initiative disciplined by the EU Regulation
no. 1151/2012, which would seem to satisfy an implicit need, according to the data related to the
purchase channel used. That is the strong propensity for direct sale to the consumer demonstrated by
cheese producers, which seems to underline the importance of the instrument at the time of the study,
known as “local farming and direct sales” [57]. Emphasizing this type of message on the labels of EU
food could be the start of a virtuous path towards greater social and environmental sustainability of
food production and consumption [58].

6. Conclusions and Limitations

The results highlighted the importance of direct sales for territorial products, such as traditional
cheese. The literature review shows that, although local production is not always sustainable from
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an environmental point of view [59–63], it does provide some benefits, such as the organization of
a production and distribution network between the different chain actors [64–68]. Moreover, the
improvement of local supply chains allows for the visibility of products and advises consumers to
reconsider their diet [69,70], making them aware that a particular product is to be consumed during a
certain season [71], as well as protecting the products from the effects of globalization, which are not
always positive [72]. This can be translated into an attempt to achieve a balance in the system to be
perfected [73].

The implementation of a labeling system dedicated to “mountain products” or “local farming
and direct sales” is no easy task, since it is difficult to understand exactly what the consumer perceives
when reading the information on the packaging [10,74,75] and what the main benefit of this label is
from an environmental or economic point of view [76,77]. Obviously, a proper structure that includes
a certified labeling system that ensures greater transparency of the information given is desirable [78].

However, the study and the collected data presented some limitations determined by the
methodology applied:

1. The number of cheese producers is related to only six Piedmontese traditional cheeses; moreover,
the surveyed model area is one part of the Alpine Arch that also includes French, Swiss, German,
Austrian and Slovenian territories beyond Italian land;

2. Although the data obtained from cheese producers are interesting, the poor know-how as to the
OQT “mountain product” allows for only an approximate interpretation of the collected data;
indeed, the producers thought that the OQT is a useful tool to commercialize their product, but
the main channel they use to sell their products is direct sale on their own farms or at farmers’
markets. However, this channel does not need to be promoted because the farm and the farmers
are actually in the mountains.

The findings show how various studies on the new European tool dedicated to local farm and
direct sales can be implemented. When the stakeholders are small producers and small farms operating
in harsh environments, the enhancement of a local product seems the best way to proceed.
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