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Introduction 

This paper will summarize the product labels from Regulation (EU) No 1151/2012 of 21 

November 2012 and evaluate their impact on European consumers.  This regulation outlined 

three distinct categories of labelling: protected designations of origin (PDO) and protected 

geographical indications (PGI), traditional specialties guaranteed (TSG), and optional quality 

terms.  Focusing on the PDO and PGI labels as one category and the TSG label, these labels are 

intended to ensure that product names that indicate unique qualities are reserved only for 

products that can meet the requirements for a PDO, PGI, or TSG label.  To determine whether 

such protective labeling is warranted, the producer must submit an application to the Member-

State in which the producer resides (and by the nature of the labels, where the production occurs) 

who will then either reject the application or approve it for further scrutiny by the Commission.  

A successful application assures producers that their market niche will receive adequate 

protection from dilution by generic versions.  Subsequently, consumers can safely assume 

authenticity about the product when shopping. 

 This regulation was designed to protect and promote the economies and cultures of rural 

regions, regardless of their size; however, the reality has fallen short of the goals.  By tracking 

the usage and implementation of PDO, PGI, and TSG, it is apparent that European consumers 

cannot accurately identify the labels on products.  Most consumers do not know the exact 

meaning behind the PDO, PGI, and TSG labels and are further confused by additional labels 

found on the products they purchase.  Examples of additional labels on packaging are “natural”, 

“organic”, and “GMO-free”.  Compounding this uncertainty, there is a dearth of DNA testing of 

product quality assuring that the PDO, PGI, or TSG labels are actually accurate.  Thus, the PDO, 
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PGI, and TSG labels designed to promote consumer confidence in their products have instead 

added to the deluge of product labels competing for European consumers’ attention. 

 The stated purpose of this regulation is to help farmers and producers of “foodstuffs to 

communicate the product characteristics and farming attributes … to buyers and consumers” 

(Article 1(1) of Regulation (EU) No 1151/2012).  In addition, the regulation requires individual 

producers to organize into groups and submit a single application, but research shows that this 

requirement does not guarantee benefits to producers.  As later demonstrated in this paper, 

government implementation of this clause can actively hurt members of a product’s supply 

chain.  For exceptional cases, there is a clause defining when an individual may count as a group 

for the purposes of the regulation.  Consumers are willing to pay more for the qualities that 

define the PDO, PGI, and TSG labels, but they are ignorant about the guarantees of these labels.  

The main outcome for Europeans has been mixed but largely negative.  A minority of consumers 

can use the product label to guide their purchases, but most consumers cannot accurately identify 

any of the three labels nor their meanings.   

 

Discussion 

Intention 

 Regulation No 1151/2012 aims at ensuring that producers can easily distinguish their 

products from similar ones so that they can capitalize on the "value-adding characteristics" 

originating from their products' uniqueness (Article 1(2)(a)).  To ensure that distinct 

characteristics are protected, the regulation mandates that groups of producers enumerate the 

specific characteristics that make their product unique from other, similar products on the market 

(Article 8(1) and 19(1)).  For a PDO, the group must provide the property that is “essentially or 
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exclusively due to a particular geographical environment,” and the product’s entire production 

must “take place in the defined geographical area” (Article 5(1)(b)).  For a PGI, the unique 

property must be “essentially attributable to its geographical origin,” and only one production 

step needs to occur “in the defined geographical area” (Article 5(2)).  As a way of preventing 

abuse of the PDO and PGI, the regulation provides a process for challenging a claim to intrinsic 

uniqueness (Article 10). 

 An example of a PDO in practice is the San Marzano tomato.  This Italian product must 

be from the ‘San Marzano’ variety of tomatoes and grown in the valley of the Sarno River; if 

both conditions are met, then producers can label their products with the PDO of “‘Agro 

Sarnese-Nocerino San Marzano Tomato’” (Scarano, Rao, Masi, & Corrado, 2014, p. 398).  The 

producers from this region have received the Commission’s affirmation that this region provides 

a unique characteristic to this variety of tomatoes that no other region can imitate. 

 Regarding the protection of traditional productive methods, the regulation lists the 

requirements to qualify for a TSG.  For the purposes of the regulation, “‘traditional’ means 

proven usage on the domestic market for a period that allows transmission between 

generations…[that] is to be at least 30 years” (Art 3(3) of Regulation (EU) No 1151/12).  Similar 

to the application process for a PDO or PGI, a TSG application must indicate what part of the 

production relies on traditional practices and what label will indicate to consumers that the 

product was produced accordingly (Article 18). 

 The burden of enforcement of this regulation is shared among the group who applied for 

protection, the member states, and the Commission.  However, the member states must carry out 

the appropriate quality checks, thus being the main enforcers (Article 38).  In contrast to this 

enforcement policy, the Commission has reserved for itself the sole right to “cancel the 
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registration” of previously protected labels (Article 54(1)).  Thus, member states are 

subordinated enforcers of the European Union legislation, while the rights to determine what 

should and should not be enforced resides with the Commission, resulting in a stronger authority 

residing within European Union institutions. 

The criteria to qualify for protection under this regulation reflects the consumers’ desire 

to support “the local economy, fair prices for farmers,...local farmland and...small family farms” 

(Aprile, Caputo, & Nayga Jr., 2012, p. 158).  Furthermore, consumers have reported that they 

“are willing to pay a price premium of over 20% for [PDO and PGI registered] foods” (Vecchio 

& Annunziata, 2011, p. 93).  In the case of Italian olive oil, “olive oil from the south of Italy is 

more frequently preferred in the south than in the north,” thus the PDO and PGI can assure 

Italian consumers of the provenance of their olive oils while allowing producers to capitalize on 

their geographic location (Aprile et al., 2012, p. 159).  Among Italian grocery shoppers, there is a 

regional pride, a desire to support local farmers, and a preference for Italian foods when possible 

(Vecchio et al., 2011, p. 88). 

 

Reality 

 Despite a decade long existence, “Italian consumers have a very limited knowledge” of 

this regulation’s labeling system (Vecchio et al., 2011, p. 88).  Among Italian grocery shoppers, 

6% of consumers picked from “a list of 12 attributes” the three characteristics defining the PDO 

label, 32.5% picked two of three, 42% picked one of three, and 19.5% did not accurately identify 

one (Aprile et al., 2012, p. 162).  Thus, despite having been around for ten years, the average 

Italian shopper still does not understand the PDO label.  This poor understanding becomes worse 

in relation to the PGI label (Aprile et al., 2012, p. 162).  Furthermore, “a large cluster of 
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consumers” knew of the PDO and PGI regulations and related labels but “had trouble 

distinguishing them on the basis of label information, being often fooled by the presence of the 

Italian flag” (Vecchio et al., 2011, p. 93).  This confusion coupled with a willingness to pay more 

means Italian consumers often pay more money for products with the assumption the purchases 

support local farmers.  In reality, the products could be from any large agribusiness with 

misleading packaging.  

Turning from Italy to a newer member of the EU, this paper will now discuss Romania as 

a substitute for the former members of the Soviet Union.1  The available survey in English is 

biased towards the “younger, more educated and urban consumers” (Festila, Chrysochou, & 

Krystallis, 2014, p. 168).  This survey had 428 participants and “was distributed online” (Festila 

et al., 2014, p. 168).  Among the studied labels, 23.1% of respondents claimed to have seen the 

TSG label before, 15.4% the PDO label, and 15.4% the PGI label (Festila et al., 2014, p. 169).  

However, 93.7% of respondents could accurately provide the meaning of a TSG label, 52.6% 

could accurately provide the meaning of a PDO label, and 59.6% the PGI label (Festila et al., 

2014, p. 169-170).  Furthermore, those aware of the labels could more accurately provide their 

meanings, held a higher belief in their own understanding of the labels, perceived “the food 

labels to be more useful … [and perceived] to be more trustworthy” (Festila et al., 2014, p. 169-

171).  The research, however, did not provide any figures detailing the relationship between 

perceived and objective understanding. Even though awareness of the TSG label was low, 

respondents objectively understood the meaning of label without prior awareness, indicating that 

the label’s name could accurately transmit the label’s purpose (Festila et al., 2014, p. 172).  In 

relation to the PGI and PDO labels, respondents could not easily divine their meanings through 

only the labels, and “prior awareness did not seem to influence this result” (Festila et al., 2014, p. 
                                                
1 There is a dearth of available surveys in English to make a more definitive claim 
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168).  Even though the survey was distinctly non-representative of Romania’s demographics or 

the demographics of the former Soviet bloc, it shows that among those who have a high chance 

of exposure to the PDO, PGI, and TSG labels there is still a lack of awareness of such labels.  

Thus, the survey shows that for producers to capitalize on the price premiums associated with the 

PDO, PGI, and TSG labels requires an awareness raising and mass-education campaign of the 

Romanian population.  After such a campaign, Romanian consumers would in theory be able to 

use PDO, PGI, and TSG labels as tools to guide their food purchases. 

 In regards to individual country’s consumers, “there is a link between the level of label 

awareness” and the number of PDOs and PGIs a country has (Velčovská & Sadíliek 2014, p. 

239). As of 2014, Italy had largest share of PDO and PGI labels, with 22.62% of all PDO and 

PGI registered products being Italian products (Velčovská & Sadíliek 2014, p. 233).  Thus, 

Italians have the greatest awareness of PDOs and PGIs.  This link indicates that as a whole, the 

EU consumers are largely unaware of these labels and their meanings; however, greater research 

is needed to more empirically prove this statement.2  Based on the limited data, though, it is 

highly likely that most consumers are unaware of the PDO and PGI labels, and the consumers 

who are aware of them would not be able to easily identify their meanings. 

 

Fraud 

 Compounding the lack of awareness of these labels, mislabeled packaging is a growing 

problem, but among “plant-derived” products, DNA evaluations to verify labeling are relatively 

scarce as compared to meat and fish ones (Scarano et al., 2014, p. 399).  Therefore, no quick 

estimates can be made on the efficacy of PDO or PGI on ensuring that consumers purchase the 

                                                
2 This finding is only correlational.  There was no data available that could be used to support or disprove the claim 
that a greater number of PDOs and PGIs in a given state results in a greater awareness of the labels among the 
state’s population. 
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correct product and that producers can capitalize on their products’ uniqueness.  For example, a 

DNA analysis of commercial “San Marzano” tomatoes found “large-scale” mislabeling (Scarano 

et al., 2014, p. 400).  Thus, the amount of money Italian consumers have spent on mislabeled 

products is difficult to estimate.  Moreover, 49.7% of Italian consumers believe PDO and PGI 

labeled foods are too expensive (Vecchio et al., 2011, p. 88).  Such a belief coupled with the risk 

of widespread fraud under the regulation could result in an erosion in the trust of the European 

Union’s certifications, while strengthening anti-integration sentiments.  

Olive oils are known for numerous cosmetic and gastronomic uses leading to increased 

consumption and cultivation (Medini, Janin, Verdoux, & Techer, 2014, p. 78).  This increased 

consumption is seen in the olive orchards around Nîmes, France “moving towards controlled 

cultivation to produce an olive oil recognized by the European Union as having a Protected 

Designation of Origin” to capitalize on the label’s price premium (Medini et al., 2014, p. 78).  

Before 2014, it was “impossible to perform geographical identification on olive oils produced 

from the same olive variety” (Medini et al., 2014, p. 78).  In other words, no one could definitely 

claim that PDO labeled olive oils were actually the specified olive oils before 2014.  More 

specifically, “no analytical tool [was] effective in discriminating the PDO origin for oils from 

two near regions of production” (Janin, Medini, & Técher, 2014, p. 751).  This fact means that 

before 2014, there should have been no PDOs for olive oil.  Experimental research has shown 

“[Strontium isotopes] could be considered to discriminate and identify the geographical origin of 

a given product” (Medini et al., 2014, p. 83).  However, “samples [of Sr] need to be collected 

and analyzed” to actually use Sr as a discriminatory tool for PDO olive oils (Medini et al., 2014, 

p. 82).3  Furthermore, if olive oils received an unverifiable PDO there is a risk that other plant-

derived products also have unverifiable PDO or PGI status.  Thus, a systematic review of all 
                                                
3 Sr being the chemical symbol for strontium. 



 
 
Regulatory Protection Does Not Always Help        Ng 8 

PDOs and PGIs should be undertaken to ensure that the appropriate authorities can definitively 

prove whether or not a product is fraudulently labeled as a PDO or PGI product. 

Punishment for fraud, much like fraud prevention, occurs at the member-state level 

within the European Union; furthermore, “food fraud” does not exist as a term within European 

Union legislation.  The regulation mandates that Member States will enforce the protected labels 

from this regulation and that Member States must take “in the event of breaches…necessary 

measures” (Article 13(3) and 38 of Regulation (EU) No 1151/12).  Thus, individual Member 

States must enforce other Member States’ PDO, PGI, and TSGs, which could easily lead to the 

same product being found fraudulent in one country but not another.  More detailed research into 

such occurrences is necessary to determine if this decentralized fraud prevention is undermining 

the trustworthiness of this regulation.   

 

PDOs: A Case Study Comparing French Cantal and Swiss Gruyère 

 Even though Switzerland is not a part of the EU, through its various bilateral treaties with 

the EU, its government and people are obliged to follow many EU rules, regulations, and 

costumes.  PDO cheese supply chains are regulated under a collective governance mode, either 

territorially or sectorially (Barjolle & Philippe 2012, p. 11).  The French Cantal PDO uses the 

sectoral structure4 while Swiss Gruyère employs the territorial structure.5  The French approach 

has resulted in “two industrial processors [controlling] around 70% of the PDO Cantal 

production,” and now they have imposed a production system that focuses on cutting costs, 

                                                
4 Sectoral is used to describe the French PDO Cantal cheese because the defining element of the group who 
registered the PDO is that its members are defending their own business sector’s interests (Barjolle & Philippe 2012, 
p. 5). 
5 Territorial in this context is used because the Swiss PDO Gruyère’s entire production chain must consult each 
other before prices can be determined, hence the structure of the organization is considered territorial because it 
encapsulates the entire territory of people who contribute to the cheese’s production (Barjolle & Philippe 2012, p. 
11). 
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resulting in “dairy farmers [losing] their negotiation power” (Barjolle & Philippe 2012, p. 15).  

Compounding this weakened position, the price of milk relative to quality is “set for the whole 

region whatever industry or product was concerned” (Barjolle & Philippe 2012, p. 15).  

Effectively, the French government determines the price of milk at various quality levels.  The 

dairy farmers whose milk meets the standards for French PDO Cantal do not receive a price 

premium for this quality.  Instead those farmers must compete in price with dairy farmers whose 

milk cannot be used to make French PDO Cantal.  Worsening the French PDO Cantal dairy 

farmers’ position is the fact that the cheese producers have a say on the initial price but not the 

dairy farmers.  This institutionalied unfairness has resulted in “the milk price for PDO Cantal 

[equaling] standard milk and [reaching] a 20% lower price compared to some French PDO” 

(Barjolle & Philippe 2012, p. 16).  The French PDO Cantal has jeopardized dairy producers’ 

ability to earn a living wage and potentially inflated the price of PDO Cantal due to the 

monopolistic position its producers have.6    

 Much like French PDO Cantal, Swiss PDO Gruyère production has “a few cheese 

ripeners”7 (Barjolle & Philippe 2012, p. 16).  Unlike the French case, “agents [of the milk 

producers] set a target milk price to which a margin for the cheese-makers is added” (Barjolle & 

Philippe 2012, p. 17).  Thus, the Swiss more aptly ensure that the dairy producers can continue in 

their livelihood, and actually supporting local producers is factored into the price of the cheese.  

Even though the French and Swiss systems meet PDO requirements, the Swiss system is better 

designed to ensure all parts of the supply chain can benefit from the value adding characteristics 

                                                
6 Any identified price inflation is contingent upon the value assigned to the PDO label. 
7 The Swiss cheese ripeners are comparable to the French cheese producers in that they procure and store the cheese 
while it ferments and are responsible for its distribution in the domestic and international markets. 
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protected by a PDO label.  Therefore, the regulation has clear room for improvement, so that 

producers can capitalize on the unique terroirs of their geographies.8   

Specifics on the Traditional Specialties Guaranteed 

 Moving on from PDOs and PGIs, the TSG has undergone fine-tuning over its twenty 

years of existence, but it has failed to yield the predicted benefits that are believed to be inherent 

in “European gastronomic tradition” (Tosato, 2013, p. 573).  Ultimately, the TSG was an 

ambitious and optimistic project that has failed.  Its associated label cannot inform consumers 

“of the characteristics which grant the product its specific character or constitute its traditional 

elements” in the same way that the geographically oriented PDO and PGI schemes can (Tosato, 

2013, p. 573).  Furthermore, the focus on traditional production methods means products can 

have “a geographic term” without needing to be from that region (Tosato, 2013, p. 573).  Thus, 

the TSG only adds confusion to the European Union’s regulation because any producer can 

create a product registered as traditional under the TSG system without having to be even in the 

same hemisphere of the planet.  Consumers cannot use this label to adequately infer the 

products’ characteristics, so producers cannot adequately capitalize on the uniqueness of their 

products, such as olive oils.   

 

Conclusion 

The European regulation regarding the PDO, PGI, and TSG had grand ambitions of 

aiding consumers and producers.   Its authors optimistically believed these ambitions were 

achievable.  However, consumers cannot properly identify these legally enforced protections 

from private labels or adverts.  Thus, the regulation failed to achieve its goals, resulting in 

                                                
8 A terroir is typically used when discussing wines as the characteristic taste and flavor imparted by the environment 
in which the wine is produced; however, it can be more generalized as the characteristic trait that gives a PDO label 
meaning and value. 
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consumers spending large amounts of money due to a mistaken belief in products’ qualities.  

Furthermore, not all of the producers benefit from the PDO due to the leeway the regulation 

gives to producer organizations, which effectively receive a monopolistic position.  Thus, the 

regulation failed to adequately protect the supply chain.  Whether or not the French PDO Cantal 

is an exception requires a more systematic review of every product given a PDO label.   

The European Union’s regulation regarding PDO, PGI, and TSG wanted to ensure that 

producers could capitalize on the uniqueness of their products resulting from intrinsic properties 

of geography.  In addition, these protections would theoretically enable consumers to easily 

identify specialty products from generic versions.  In reality, consumer confusion over the 

meaning of food labels has ether increased or been unchanged.  This opacity means that 

producers cannot charge for the unique characteristics of their products, which is counterintuitive 

to the reasoning for this regulation.   

One original goal of the European Union’s was to lower trade barriers among member-

states in order to benefit consumers. Because the PDO, PGI, and TSG labels currently place an 

additional barrier between the European consumer and European product, the labels contravene 

the initial goal of the European Union.  Thus, this regulation increases trade hurdles within the 

common market without lowering any other trade barriers, calling into question the European 

Union’s continued ability to create a truly free market by introducing greater amounts of 

regulation. 

One shortcoming of this research paper’s findings are that they are only applicable to a 

limited and non-representative sample of consumers because the surveys referenced were given 

in different ways by using different methods of statistical analysis (e.g. different scales to rank 

awareness of labels’ existence) and at different times.  Furthermore, the surveys in Italy relied on 
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randomly selecting grocery shoppers, resulting in a female bias; online respondents in Romania, 

resulting in a bias towards urban, educated youths; and the one addressed to the whole of the EU 

only surveyed awareness and not understanding.  In addition, this regulation has not existed long 

enough to analyze long-term impacts; hence, any potential enduring impact on consumer 

behavior cannot be properly analyzed. 

Further research can be conducted on attempts to educate consumers about PDO, PGI, 

and TSG.  Another avenue worth exploring is the regulation’s final category of labeling: optional 

quality terms.  These terms are much more direct but broad in scope.  To truly identify awareness 

on this label without having to adjust for different biases, an EU wide survey should be 

conducted.  Also, specific products and categories of products can be evaluated for their 

importance to local economies and identities.  Other countries’ consumers and producers 

relations to these regulations should be pursued as there were indication that there is a disparity 

between member states.   

  



 
 
Regulatory Protection Does Not Always Help        Ng 13 

 

Bibliography 

Aprile, Maria Carmela, Vincenzina Caputo, and Rodolfo M. Nayga Jr, “Consumers’ valuation of 
food quality labels: the case of the European geographic indication and organic farming 
labels” in International Journal of Consumer Studies 36 (2012): Pages 158-165 

 
Barjolle, Dominique and Jeanneaux Philippe, “Raising Rivals’ Costs Strategy and Localised 

Agro-Food Systems in Europe” in International Journal on Food System Dynamics, Vol. 
3, No. 1, (2012): Pages 11-21 

 
Festila, Alexandra, Polymeros Chrysochou, Athanasios Krystallis, “Consumer response to food 

labels in an emerging market: the case of Romania” in  International Journal of 
Consumer Studies, Vol. 38 (2014): 166-174 

 
Janin, Myriam, Salim Medini, Isabelle Técher, “Methods for PDO olive oils traceability: state of 

art and discussion about the possible contribution of strontium isotopic tool” in European 
Food Research and Technology 239 (2014): 745-754 DOI: 10.1007/s00217-014-2279-8 

 
Medini, Salim, Myriam Janin, Patrick Verdoux, Isabelle Techer, “Methodological development 

for 87Sr/86Sr measurement in olvie oil and preliminary discussion of its use for 
geographical traceability of PDO Nîme (France)” in Food Chemistry, Vol. 171 (2014): 
78-83 

 
Regulation (EU) No 1151/2012 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 21 November 

2012 on quality schemes for agricultural products and foodstuffs 
 
Scarano, Daria, Rosa Rao, Paolo Masi, and Giandomenico Corrado, “SSR fingerprint reveals 

mislabeling in commercial processed tomato products” in Food Control, Vol 51 (2015): 
Pages 397-401.  

 
Tosato, Andrea “The Protection of Traditional Foods in the EU: Traditional Specialities 

Guaranteed” in European Law Journal, Vol. 19, No. 14, (July 2013): Pages 545-576 
 
Vecchio, Riccardo and Azzurra Annunziata, “The role of PDO/PGI labelling in Italian 

consumers’ food choices,” in Agricultural Economics Review, Vol 12, No 2 (2011): 
Pages 80-98 

 
Velčovská, Šárka and Tomáš Sadíliek, “The System of the geographical indication – important 

component of the politics of the consumers’ protection in European Union,” in 
Amfiteatru Economic, Vol. 16, No. 35, (2014): Pages 228-242  


