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Abstract: Black caviar is often thought to be a typically Russian luxurious food product. Recently, its
production has extended due to sturgeon aquaculture development. The analysis of the geographical
affinities of the full-cycle companies and their aquaculture-sourced black caviar implies that the
majority of them employs the Russian Caviar brand and/or refers to the Russian traditions and
history. However, names, brands, and/or product positioning of several companies tend to mention
geographical objects associated with the tradition places of black caviar production (Astrakhan, the
Caspian Sea, and the Volga River), whereas these companies are located in the other, sometimes
remote places (with distances over 1000 km). Such marketing solutions of black caviar producers
perturb reflection of the Russian geography. The geographical indication (place of origin) of this fish
product needs improvement, which is a task for companies, state, and professional societies.
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1. Introduction

Some food products are closely associated with particular geographical places and
countries (even if not specific to only them), and, thus, it is natural to expect from these
products reflectance of the local/regional/national geographical names, i.e., their contri-
bution to place branding. The relevant ideas are actively discussed by the contemporary
researchers, and some general thoughts can be found, particularly, in the works by Blich-
feldt and Halkier [1], Bosco [2], Del Casino [3], Harner [4], Lopes et al. [5], Pizzichini
et al. [6], and Sanz-Cañada and Muchnik [7]. As shown by Merle et al. [8], geographical
indications influence strongly on food perceptions [8]. A typical example of such a product
is black caviar (sturgeon caviar), which is produced in many countries [9–12], but it asso-
ciates stereotypically with Russia and, more specifically, the Volga River and the Caspian
Sea (the most important natural sturgeon’s ranges).

The term caviar is of Greek origin [13], and this fish product became important in the
network of the Mediterranean trade in the Late Medieval and Renaissance times [13,14].
Sturgeon fishing and caviar production was a historical occupation of the population
of the Lower Volga River [15]. The traditional Russian culinary of high-class cannot
be imagined without black caviar, and this stereotypic vision has been replicated by
many Russian and foreign books, movies, and common beliefs. To both Russians and
foreigners, black caviar is a symbol of luxurious life, and, in fact, not only its exceptional
nutritional and sensory properties, but demand for luxurious food drive its production
and trade on the international scale [9,11,16,17]. The state of the global market of black
caviar in the 21 century is characterized in the works by Bronzi and Rosenthal [9], Bronzi
et al. [10], Sicuro [11], and Tavakoli et al. [2]. These indicate on Russia as one of the
leading caviar-producing countries. Historically, overfishing (also for the purposes of
caviar production) impoverished sturgeon resources and posed questions of fish protection
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and caviar production limitation [18–20]. Recently, natural caviar production is strictly
prohibited (Russia is not exclusion), and sturgeon aquaculture has become the main source
of black caviar [9,11,21–24]. Various illegal issues persist [11,25,26], but these are typical to
all luxurious products, and, apparently, the growth of aquaculture sustains legal market.
Community-based tourism is another solution of sustainable use of sturgeon resources [27].

The objective of the present research note is to report briefly an unusual phenomenon
in reflectance of the Russian geography by the aquaculture-sourced black caviar. Its
producers are located sometimes far from traditional places of sturgeon fishing and caviar
production, but they remain conservative in how to name and to market their product.
This situation creates a notable puzzle of place naming, which deserves attention of fish
food marketologists.

2. Materials and Methods

The information of the Russian black caviar producers is gathered for the purposes of
the present study. The only fully-cycle companies, i.e., those involved in sturgeon aquacul-
ture, caviar production and package, and caviar distribution and selling are considered.
This is important to document the full geographical affinity of this food product, including
its place of origin and positioning. The information is taken from various sources, includ-
ing the on-line catalogue of the national food producers [28] and the official companies’
web-pages. A total of ten companies are selected for this study (Table 1). This sample size
seems to be enough because of three reasons. First, black caviar is a rare and difficult-
to-make fish product, and, thus, the small number of full-cycle companies is expected
(also because the national market is dominated by a single big producer, which is also
considered). At least, the noted catalogue [28] implies the majority of the producers are
considered. Second, this sample reflects a broad range of geographical affinities of the
Russian black caviar and, particularly, the entire European part of Russia (often labeled
as ‘European Russia’), with twelve regions and two most important hydrological objects
(Figure 1). Third, although the caviar production statistics are not available, the considered
companies seem to be the most important caviar producers (particularly, according to [28]),
and, thus, the sample is representative to the national caviar market. In this paper, all
companies are treated anonymously to avoid any occasional challenge of their reputation
or unauthorized product advertizing.

Table 1. Basic information about the Russian full-cycle black caviar producers considered in this study.

Company Business Character Source of Caviar
Product (Black Caviar) Relevance

Russian Caviar Russian History

A Fish-product company Aquaculture Yes

B Agricultural holding Aquaculture Yes Yes

C Fish-product farm Aquaculture Yes

D Fish-product company Aquaculture

E Fish-product company Aquaculture Yes

F Fish-product company Aquaculture Yes

G Fish-product company Aquaculture Yes

H Fish-product company Aquaculture

I Fish-product farm Aquaculture Yes

J Fish-product company Aquaculture Yes

Note: all companies are treated anonymously to avoid any occasional challenge of their reputation or unauthorized product advertizing.
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Figure 1. The geographical affinities of the Russian black caviar considered in the present study.

The main material of this study is the information about black caviar geographical
affinities. This is extracted from three sources. First, the on-line national business reference
system [29] is employed. Second, the information given directly on the product (black
caviar containers) is checked. Third, the official company web-pages are analyzed qualita-
tively. The gathered information consists of two blocks. The first block includes national
geographical affinities and, particularly, the use of the brand ‘Russian Caviar’ and the
promotion with the reference to the Russian history and culinary traditions. The second
block comprises sub-national geographical affinities, which include company registration
place, aquaculture enterprise place (production place), geographical element in a company
name, geographical element in a company brand, and places relevant to how the product is
positioned (this is usually explained on a company’s web-page). The sub-national affinity
is determined on the regional level (in this case, region is understood as the main adminis-
trative unit of the Russian Federation; the country consists of 85 regions). The products
are often related to two big hydrological objects famous of their fish resources, namely the
Caspian Sea and the Volga River, which are the most important natural sturgeon’s ranges.

The analysis comprises both qualitative (interpretative) and quantitative procedures.
First, the share of national and sub-national affinities is calculated to document the per-
sistence of geographical elements associated with the considered product. Second, these
affinities are arranged geographically in order to judge of their distribution within the
Russian space. Third, the co-occurrence of different geographical affinities is checked;
when established, this is characterized, and the distance between the places is measured.

3. Results

The majority (80%) of the considered full-cycle black caviar producers demonstrate na-
tional geographical affinities (Table 1). Significant number of them use the brand ‘Russian
Caviar’ anticipating, most probably, that it is well-known and attractive to customers. The
sub-national geographical affinities are also common (Table 2). In addition to registration
and production places, 40% of the company names, 60% of the company brands, and
100% of the cases of company positioning bear geographical elements. Generally, this
evidence means that the geographical affinity is very important to the considered Russian
caviar producers, i.e., they find reasonable to associate their fish products with the given
country and the given place within this country. As implied by the available information
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(Tables 1 and 2), the both national and sub-national affinities are less important or unim-
portant to some producers located outside the traditional areas of caviar production; in
one case (company D), it is found that the national affinity is absent (Table 1), whereas the
sub-national affinity is strong (Table 2).

Table 2. Sub-national geographical affinities of the Russian full-cycle black caviar producers consid-
ered in this study.

Company. Registration Production Name Brand Positioning

A M Vo - - Vo

B M Sm - - As

C RA RA - - RA

D As As As As As, V

E Ko Ko Ko Ko V

F As As - As As, CS

G As As CS As V

H SP As, RD - CS CS

I Sa Sr - - Sa

J Mo Tv Tv CS CS
Abbreviations: As—Astrakhan Region, Ko—Kostroma Region, M—Moscow, Mo—Moscow Region, RE—Republic
of Adygeya, RD—Republic of Dagestan, Sa—Samara Region, Sm—Smolensk Region, SP—Sankt-Petersburg,
Sr—Saratov Region, Tv—Tver Region, Vo—Vologda Region; CS—Caspian Sea, V—Volga River. Note: all
companies are treated anonymously to avoid any occasional challenge of their reputation or unauthorized
product advertizing.

The considered producers are registered in seven regions, and most commonly in the
Astrakhan Region (Table 2). Two really big companies are registered in Moscow, which is
not only administrative, but also the economic center of the country registering in which is
a serious business advantage. The aquaculture enterprises (production points) are located
in eight regions in the central and southern parts of European Russia. The geographical
elements in the company names and brands are significantly less diverse and include
two–three regions and the Caspian Sea (Table 2). Finally, the caviar is usually positioned
in association with four regions and two hydrological objects, namely the Caspian Sea
and the Volga River (Table 2). All these tend to concentrate in the south of European
Russia. This evidence implies that the geographical focus of the company names, the
company brands, and the product positioning is narrower than the distribution of black
caviar production in the Russian space. Moreover, this focus shifts to the country’s south
and includes non-regional elements, i.e., the noted hydrological objects. Apparently, some
producers do not express interest in reflectance the place of origin of their products.

The collected information implies that some companies are distinguished by the co-
occurrence of different sub-national geographical affinities. Two most striking examples are
as follows. The company B is registered in Moscow, its aquaculture enterprise is situated
in the Smolensk Region, and its black caviar is positioned as that of Astrakhan (Figure 2).
The distance between Moscow and Astrakhan is ~1271 km, and the distance between
Smolensk and Astrakhan is ~1460 km. The company J is registered in the Moscow Region
and possesses aquaculture enterprise in the Tver Region. Although the affinity to the latter
is reflected in the name, the brand and the product positioning deal with the Caspian
Sea, which is located >1000 km far from the both Moscow and Tver regions (Figure 2).
Additionally, some companies (E,G,H) boast geographical affinities mixing the regions of
registration and production with the Caspian Sea and the Volga River. Although these
hydrological objects are located within the regions of registration or production, this may or
may not be known to caviar consumers depending on their basic geographical knowledge.
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Figure 2. The most striking examples of the geographical dispersal of the Russian black caviar
producers. The outline of Figure 1 is followed, and the explanations are given in the text.

4. Discussion and Conclusions

The development of sturgeon aquaculture in contemporary Russia [24] has stimulated
production of black caviar that is consumed in the country and partly exported. This
production occurs in the both traditional places (like the Astrakhan Region) and the
new places (like the Vologda Region). Apparently, this geographical shift in production
may be taken into account in marketing. The results of the present study imply that the
Russian black caviar reflects adequately its Russian origin. However, geographical affinities
are mixed on the sub-national level. Names, brands, and product positioning of some
companies reflect the new places of production, whereas those of some other companies
are still attached to the traditional places. Particularly, the affinity to the Astrakhan Region,
the Caspian Sea, and the Volga River is often stressed. Evidently, this marketing strategy is
implemented for the purpose to demonstrate that the black caviar is genuine and to make it
attractive to the customers. However, the reflectance of the Russian geography is perturbed
because the actual places of origin are mixed with or replaced by the traditional places of
production. For instance, one can learn about the Caspian black caviar from a place, which
is located very far from the Caspian Sea (Figure 2). As a result, the true geography of this
fish product differs from what can be called as the promotion geography.

The reported phenomenon implies that the Russian aquaculture-sourced black caviar
has a clear country of origin, but its places of origin are not defined properly in some
cases. Rippon [30] suggested to define the quality of food geographical indications, and
in the case of the Russian black caviar this quality is moderate-to-low. Although this can
be helpful to attract customers, the latter can be also dissatisfied realizing a difference
between the geographical elements in the brand and the production address. Three other
negative consequences should be noted. First, the Russian sturgeon aquaculture itself
needs promotion, but the latter is limited by the often preference of the traditional places.
Second, the regions hosting aquaculture enterprises can be branded effectively on the
national and international levels with so luxurious product as black caviar, but omission of
their indication does not allow such a regional branding. Third, it is known from the study
of Merle et al. [8] that local geographical indications are more attractive to consumers than
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those national, and, thus, the better clarity of the national geographical affinity of the back
caviar produced in Russia over its sub-national affinities may be a marketing disadvantage.
More generally, the geographical indications of food products can be evaluated in the
economical terms [31], and, therefore, their inconsistencies can be linked to economic losses.
From the ‘purely’ geographical point of view, the reported perturbation of geography
reflection is also a serious challenge. European Russia is a vast territory (Figure 1), and
mixing geographical affinities leads to its significantly incorrect perception and a kind of
space shrinking.

The findings of this study indicate on the heterogeneity of the geographical indications
linked to black caviar. Some companies prefer disclosure of their geographical affinity,
whereas the others tend to use names of the traditional caviar-associated localities (even
if these are remote from the actual production places). Indeed, the choice between these
strategies is a voluntary decision of each given company, and some companies may market
their products better referring to the traditional places (and they cannot be criticized for
doing this). However, the entire industry of aquaculture-based black caviar production
needs balanced development, and its success is linked to correct geographical indications.
Moreover, the regions where these full-cycle companies are located can be interested in
branding with this important, luxurious, and typically Russian product. So, the urgency of
correct geographical affinities is evident.

Conclusively, this research note provides evidence of the place naming puzzle associ-
ated with the Russian black caviar. Theoretically, this seems to be interesting phenomenon
linked to geographical indication of food, the production geography of which has changed
recently. Practically, this finding is a signal to the full-cycle caviar producers who need to
implement geographically-correct strategies. Russian caviar producers may need labels
like „registered designation of origin”. The state control (either on federal or regional
levels) and the regulation by the professional societies of fish producers appear to be
desirable. On the one hand, necessity and advantages of branding and positioning of
caviar should be communicated to the business community. On the other hand, the noted
labeling procedures can be developed and implemented under the state control. National
and regional authorities interested in future aquaculture growth may also provide special
support to producers with adequate marketing strategies. Selection of products for national
and international exhibits also requires consideration of the place naming. More generally,
this study stress that the food geography has many dimensions, and, particularly, the
perturbation of the national geography reflection by luxurious products deserves attention
and further investigations.
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