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Abstract

:

Cheese tasting attracts crowds of visitors to areas in countries such as France, Italy, Spain, and New Zealand, distinguishing cheese tourism as an individual tourism direction within food (gastronomic, culinary) tourism. Internationally known, but locally specific and artisanal cheese is thought to be the main resource. Its exploitation by the tourism industry contributes to sustainability, supporting rural lifestyles and facilitating the integration of rural traditions, heritage, and natural landscapes. In Russia, cheese production is concentrated in regions including Altay, Voronezh, and Moscow. The state of tourist activities favors the use of cheese as a valuable tourism resource. Importantly, this resource is linked to the production of common sorts of cheese in big (industry-scale) amounts and the creation of cheese-related attractions like cheese museums. Cheese festivals also take place locally. A comparison to the European experience of cheese tourism reveals significant peculiarities of this activity in Russia and, particularly, a bigger relevance to industrial tourism than to food and rural tourism. Realization of only part of the opportunities linked to cheese tourism presents challenges regarding environmental and socioeconomical sustainability.
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1. Introduction


Food is an important driver of the tourism industry, and food (gastronomic, culinary) tourism sensu lato has become well established in recent decades. Relevant information is summarized in the works of Cohen and Avieli [1], de Jong and Varley [2], du Rand and Heath [3], Ellis et al. [4], Mak et al. [5], Okumus et al. [6], and Rachão et al. [7]. Much attention has been paid recently to sustainability issues in tourism [8,9,10,11,12,13,14,15,16,17,18]. This broad topic has various aspects, including sustainable tourism growth, tourism’s contribution to environmental/socioeconomical sustainability, and tourism industry dependence on local/regional sustainable development.



Importantly, sustainability is worth considering regarding tourism as a whole, as individual types and directions of tourism can gain special importance in a given destination. Food tourism is not exclusive, and its relevance to sustainability issues has become the subject of several studies. De Jong and Varley [19] have demonstrated how food festivals contribute to social sustainability under the influence of such factors as social capital and power relations. Yasmeen [20] has examined long-term societal changes in relation to cuisine as an important tourism resource in India. Zhang et al. [21] have analyzed the relevance of food tourism to sustainable rural development in the Guangdong Province of China, and they have stressed the importance of tourists’ perception of the authenticity of local food.



Food tourism is a vast category. It can be classified depending on cuisine (French, Indian, Russian, etc.), food value chain (restaurant offer, food events, food museums, food production, eating competitions, etc.), and principal product. In each case, its relation to sustainability issues can be traced, but with certain differences. The objective of the present study is to provide the first evidence of cheese as a valuable resource of tourism in some regions of Russia. The relevance of this evidence to sustainable development issues is also discussed.




2. Literature Review


Similarly to how apitourism means bee/honey tourism [22] and enotourism means wine tourism [23], cheese tourism can be abbreviated as casetourism—‘caseus’ is a Latin word meaning ‘cheese’. The proposed term is used tentatively in the present study, although only time will tell whether it will be accepted by the international academic community. Cheese tourism seems to be a highly specific activity, but many aspects of it are frequently analyzed. The main findings are systematized below (the advice of literary overview and critical analysis [24,25] has been taken into consideration).



Several specialists define and characterize cheese tourism generally and explain its benefits. Links to food, rural, ethnic, and ecological tourism are emphasized, as well as its strong relevance to various sustainability issues. Ritter [26], who seems to be one of the pioneers of cheese tourism studies, noted artisanal cheese-making as a tourism resource of Bavaria in Germany. Ivic and Protega [27] demonstrated that Pag cheese production has made the island of Pag in Croatia an important destination for gastronomical tourism. Forne [28] coined the term ‘cheese tourism’ and examined the appearance of this tourism activity in the Vall de Boi in the Catalan Pyrenees of Spain. This is strongly tied to rural tourism through the authentic experience of visitors. The same specialist analyzed cheese tourism in New Zealand [29], and, particularly, the role of farmer’s markets in delivering local rural traditions, linking food production to activities in the context of natural landscapes to tourists. Campbell [30] demonstrated how the growth of the Swiss-style cheese-making from yak–cow hybrids increased the local income in Tibet in the mid-20th century, although this practice has been limited because of the strengthened nature conservation initiatives. Folgado-Fernandez et al. [31] discussed the cheese fair experience in the Spanish town of Trujillo. This small event contributes to sustainable tourist destination development and sustains consumption of locally produced food. Wright and Annes [32] paid attention to sheep milk production for Roquefort cheese in Southern France and concluded that women’s reflection of rural life is rather diverse and enriches both the local culture and tourist experience. Blanco Murillo [33] analyzed cheese tourism resources in four areas in Costa Rica, Ecuador, Mexico, and Peru. It was concluded that exploitation of these resources activates localized agro-food systems, i.e., cheese tourism can contribute to local food production growth and diversification. This specialist also stresses that the noted resources are not only natural, but are also relevant to the available human capital (know-how approaches, entrepreneurship, etc.). Gibbs et al. [34] analyzed halloumi as a branded product of the Republic of Cyprus. Its involvement in tourism supports its producers via increase in demand and enlarged export opportunities. Ikenaga [35] demonstrated that cheese production by a local agricultural cooperative and its availability at local restaurants supports the alpine pasture management and its relevance to ecotourism in the Austrian Alps. Lozej [36] demonstrated how cheese-making can contribute to sustainable development in the territory of the Triglav national park in Slovenia and, particularly, support effective mountain pasture management. Kruczek and Krauzewicz [37] related cheese offered in one region of Poland to rural tourism and local restaurant offers.



Some other specialists address behavioral aspects of cheese tourism, and, particularly, the preferences of visitors and its effects on them. Alderighi et al. [38] analyzed the importance of some local foods (including the Fontina cheese) of Northern Italy to tourists’ intentions. The results are ambivalent. On the one hand, tasting such foods stimulates revisits. On the other hand, this limits interest to only the place of origin. Marcoz et al. [39] paid attention to the same Fontina cheese. Apparently, this is really valued by visitors, but the importance of the protected designation of origin certification depends on the distance between the destination and the visitor’s home place. Fuste-Forne [40] coined the term ‘cheesescapes’ and explained their importance to the local sustainable development in the region of Canterbury in New Zealand. This specialist explained that cheese tourism supports and even diversifies activities of local food producers and, at the same time, improves the perception of the local landscapes through the gastronomical experience of visitors. Lenglet and Giannelloni [41] analyzed tourist preferences and perceptions of locally produced cheese. They found that its perceived authenticity is a significant factor in consumers’ interest. Ren [42] considered the Oscypek cheese as a tourism resource in one area of Poland to illustrate an interdependence of many actors and activities. For instance, local cheese tourism is linked to sanitary and legislation issues. Importantly, the destination itself changes together with this activity. Torri and Salini [43] examined customer tasting preferences regarding the famous Parmigiano Reggiano cheese at a food exhibit.



A few articles deal with destination branding through cheese tourism. Folgado-Fernandez et al. [44] demonstrated that cheese fairs are important in destination branding. Lizet [45] explained that local cheese production in the Abondance region of the French Alps facilitates place branding and visitor perception.



Finally, some questionable or even negative effects of cheese tourism are explored. Pachoud and Coy [46] addressed a highly specific problem linked to the production of Serrano cheese in the Campos de Cima da Serra region of Brazil and its sale to local visitors. Surprisingly, this tourism-important artisanal activity faces sanitary restrictions, and only the emergence of a local initiative representing the interests of cheese producers is able to resolve the problem. Michna and Rougier [47] found an interesting dilemma regarding cheese production in the Alps. On the one hand, such activities increase the specialization of farmers. On the other hand, they stimulate tourism and protect the original rural state of some areas. Meurs [48] questioned the experience of cultural heritage management in the Zaan region of the Netherlands. Particularly, this specialist noted the launchi of a cheese museum. Commercial exploitation of such tourist attractions by entrepreneurs aimed at profit has challenged conservation of high-value heritage sites. Yonzon and Hunter [49] found that artisanal cheese production (in response to visitor demand) in the Langtang National Park in the Nepal Himalayas led to over-grazing and landscape degradation. These specialists went so far as to recommend restricting cheese production and increasing the price of cheese (they also noted that the price is too high for the locals, whereas foreign visitors would not judge it to be too high). Bava et al. [50] have found that increasing traditional manufacturing of the famous Grana Padano cheese produces considerable environmental effects and contributes to ongoing climate change.



Consideration of the above-mentioned works permits outlining the main peculiarities of cheese tourism, as well as gaps in the relevant knowledge. First, the principal resource of this tourism direction is cheese itself. The majority of the articles focus either on internationally known, but locally specific or artisanal cheese production. However, it appears some regions can be known as important producers of common cheese types in industrial volumes. Undoubtedly, these can also attract the attention of cheese consumers from other regions and countries. Second, casetourism occurs as cheese consumption (via in-situ product buying from local producers⁠—presumably, in shops, farmer’s markets, or directly at production sites, via ex-situ tourism-stimulated product exports, and in-situ and ex-situ restaurant offers), cheese-related events (festivals and fairs), and specific attractions like cheese museums. A big question is why excursions to cheese production enterprises are not mentioned. Such excursions would relate cheese tourism to industrial tourism. Third, cheese tourism creates new destinations and contributes to existing destination branding. It is not clear whether cheese tourism attracts all tourists or chiefly Westerners (is cheese valued equally by visitors from, say France, Uruguay, Japan, Congo, and Russia?). Fourth, cheese tourism is a global-scale activity, but it exhibits several loci of concentration. What about its potential in Africa or Southeast Asia? Fifth, the relevance of cheese tourism to sustainability is mentioned very often in the analyzed works. Cheese tourism can be a positive or negative factor of sustainability, depending on the local sustainable development and factors influencing the sustainability of the local tourism industry growth. Two additional, but important questions, seem to be unanswered: whether local cheese producers are ready to be involved in tourism activities and whether cheese tourism is related to only mountainous and rural regions. These questions can be formulated more clearly as whether cheese tourism is the only opportunity for local producers to receive an income and whether this activity can increase alone, i.e., in the absence of, other activities such rural, ethnic, and ecological tourism.



Two tentative, explanatory models can be proposed on the basis of the above. The first model characterizes cheese tourism in general (Figure 1). The second model traces the relationship of cheese tourism to both environmental sustainability [51,52,53,54] and socioeconomical sustainability [54,55,56] (Figure 2). First of all, it closely relates cheese production to cheese tourism itself. This pair generates both positive and negative effects. It is possible to find a balance between them via some more general positive consequences, the appearance of extra opportunities, and the facilitation of a proper understanding of local needs. For instance, when a local community (at a place of cheese tourism) obtains a higher quality-of-life expectation due to prosperity, this should facilitate the search for instruments to mediate negative environmental effects, e.g., implementing eco-innovations in agriculture.




3. Methodology


Russia is a significant cheese producer, although chiefly for domestic consumption. Thus, cheese tourism can grow there. In order to judge its resources and current state, two types of information are used.



First, officially published statistical information is employed. The main sources of this information include various data provided for free by the Federal Service for State Statistics of the Russian Federation (particularly, its regional database) [57], the Ministry of the Agriculture of the Russian Federation [58], the National Unit of Milk Producers [59], and the Expert-Analytical Centre of Agribusiness [60], as well as two additional, but highly important sources, namely the Agribusiness media-portal [61] and the Gryphon-Expert analytical company [62] (the sources [57,58,59] contain dispersed data). This information is compiled, compared, and used in a summarized form. Generally, it permits specifying the main regions of cheese production in Russia, describing the dynamics of this production, and characterizing tourist flows to these regions. A comparison of the relative importance of a given region to cheese production and tourism permits general judgments of its potential for cheese tourism.



Second, the information provided on-line (in the Russian segment of the Internet) by cheese producers, tourism firms, local administration, and mass media is later checked in order to confirm cheese tourism activities in the main regions of cheese production. The forms of activities (excursions, festivals, museums, etc.) are specified. The actual and potential impacts are established tentatively. The actual impact marks the spread of cheese-related activities relative to total tourism activities in the region. The potential impact marks the maximum possible contribution of cheese-related activities (i.e., in the case of the full exploitation of the available resource) to regional tourism. Although these judgments are somewhat subjective and qualitative, they are based on the statistical data of tourism development and cheese production (see above). Such judgments seem to be appropriate to compile this pioneering report on this type of food tourism in Russia.




4. Results


Cheese is produced in many Russian regions, of which 11 are the most important (Table 1). Enterprises in the Altay and Voronezh regions produce about a quarter of all Russian cheese. In eight regions, cheese production has increased substantially over five years (in the Pskov Region, it rose >1.5 times), and a decline took place in only the Republic of Tatarstan (Table 1). The majority of cheese-producing regions are located in the western part of the country, and two regions are situated in Southern Siberia (Figure 3). One should note that the majority of these regions do not boast significant tourist flows (Table 1), and thus, cheese tourism can be an advantage when attracting future visitors. Two territories, namely the Krasnodar Regions coupled with the Republic of Adygeya and the Moscow Region, are more attractive to visitors, and casetourism can contribute to diversification of the available tourism services there. Moreover, it is important that the main cheese-producing regions are located close to important tourist destinations and even coincide with these (Figure 3). Taken together, this evidence implies high cheese tourism potential in some parts of Russia.



Resources of cheese tourism are similar in the main cheese-producing regions. In Russia, cheese is subdivided tentatively into several categories, namely hard and half-hard cheese (typical examples are Swiss, Russian, Soviet, Holland, and Altay sorts), soft cheese (typical examples are Adygeyan, Lyubitel’skiy, and Ostankino sorts), salt cheese (typical examples are Brynza, Stolovyy, and Imeretinskiy sorts), and melted cheese (typical examples are Russian, Soviet, and Ochakovo sorts). These are chiefly common sorts, which are produced in large amounts and without strong geographical attachment. The Altay cheese is a locally specific cheese produced principally in the Altay Region (however, this production is so significant on a national scale that this sort can also be judged as being common), but some other, common sorts are also produced there. Artisanal cheese production is relatively rare and locally restricted. Generally, common sorts of cheese constitute the main resource of casetourism in the Russian regions. In other words, the main attraction is amount, and not specific features of cheese production. In the majority of cases, cheese is produced by small and medium enterprises, not by individual farmers. If so, this resource is tied to industrial tourism. The human capital of cheese production differs. Undoubtedly, it is higher in those regions where production is especially voluminous (the Altay, Voronezh, and Moscow regions) and where some artisanal traditions are sustained (the Altay Region and the Udmurt Republic). In other cases, this capital is restricted to the technological knowledge and skills of workers of rather rare enterprises. The natural landscapes (especially pastures) also differ. Typical landscapes of milk-related agriculture can be found in the Altay Region with its ‘virgin’ mountain pastures. By contrast, the Moscow Region is strongly urbanized, and many other regions are located on forested plains. As noted above, cheese production in Russia is more industry-based than an individual farming initiative. However, a typical rural lifestyle context of cheese production is available, particularly in the Altay, Bryansk, Pskov, and some other regions. Finally, some regions boast cheese-related attractions, namely a cheese village in the Altay Region, cheese museum in the Belgorod Region, and possibilities for participation in artisanal cheese-making in the Altay Region and the Udmurt Republic. The evidence presented above implies that established resources are somewhat restricted in the Russian regions, and these are big only in the Altay Region. There are two specific features of these resources. First, they are strongly related to industrial tourism, although they retain some links to rural tourism. Second, cheese-related attractions are rather common.



The present approaches of exploitation of cheese tourism resources in the Russian regions are summarized in Table 2. Undoubtedly, the most exploited resources can be found in the Altay Region and the Krasnodar Region and the Republic of Adygeya. Excursions to enterprises and events like cheese festivals seem to be quite frequent tourism activities. The majority of cheese-related tourism initiatives are very new and still too restricted (almost occasional), and thus, it is too early to judge their contribution to regional sustainable development. However, these have already started to support economic sustainability via successful regional branding. The latter is especially active in the case of the Altay Region, positioned as a ‘core’ Russian region of cheese production.




5. Discussion and Conclusions


The observations in the Russian regions permit extending the vision of cheese tourism in general. Representative examples of cheese tourism from Spain [28,31], Italy [38,39], and New Zealand [29,40] imply it is strongly tied to local and specific food production, as well as to the rural lifestyle. In such cases, cheese tourism is based on food consumption and countryside life experience. This also means it is tied to gastronomical and rural tourism. Importantly, cheese tasting takes place both in-situ (at production sites and nearby restaurants) and ex-situ (in restaurants and shops in towns and cities of cheese-producing regions). The situation in Russia seems to be strikingly different. The evidence presented above stresses the importance of excursions to enterprises producing common sorts of cheese. It is natural that in such a situation, consumption itself plays a less important role (common sorts of cheese are available everywhere in the country). If so, casetourism tends to combine with industrial tourism and requires creating more attractions and organizing more events like cheese festivals. In other words, cheese-related activities become more important than cheese itself.



The noted difference between the ‘European’ and ‘Russian’ style of cheese tourism can be interpreted in terms of sustainable development. Cheese tourism in the Alps and the Pyrenees contributes to sustainable development via socio-economical support of local rural communities, adding value to local natural heritage, and strengthening links between these communities and heritage (see overview above). The benefits are evident, but it remains questionable how such destinations will react to increasing tourist flows. Remaining rural and possessing significant cultural and natural heritage, they seem to be more vulnerable to crowds of visitors. In the Altay, Moscow, and some other regions of Russia, cheese tourism may contribute to sustainable development via support of enterprises (additional income, branding, increase in demand for production, etc.) and work opportunities for the locals. This contribution may be important, but it will be less harmonious with countryside life. Enterprises opening to visitors and the creation of tourist attractions will stimulate further place modification and authenticity loss. Initial rural essence (when existent) and natural states can start to diminish in response to technical and infrastructure solutions made for tourist needs. Generally, the mode of contribution of cheese tourism to local/regional sustainability depends on the preferred style of this activity, and this contribution should not be considered obvious and necessarily guaranteed. Further investigations of different experiences are required in order to establish criteria for judging sustainable trends. Like many other tourism resources, cheese may or may not offer benefits regarding sustainability. Similar conclusions were made earlier by Meurs [48] and Yonzon and Hunter [49] for Nepal and the Netherlands, respectively.



In conclusion, Russia provides a new and important example of cheese as a tourism resource. The latter is concentrated in 11 regions, of which the Altay, Voronezh, and Moscow regions are the most important. Cheese resources in the noted Russian regions are common sorts of cheese produced by small and medium enterprises, as well as cheese-related tourist attractions. Consideration of the Russian experience permits tracing its relevance to industrial tourism and cheese-related tourist activities, which differs from what is known about cheese tourism in European countries, where cheese tourism is a food tourism direction closely related to rural development. It is also found that although this tourism direction can contribute to sustainability, the relevant activities can also challenge it, and both the contribution and challenges depend on the style of cheese tourism preferred in a given region or country. A lesson from this pioneering analysis of cheese tourism in Russia is that this activity may be very different, and an academic vision restricted to the ‘European’-style experience is incomplete. Further investigations should consider the diversity of cheese tourism resources and practices of exploitation available in different parts of the world.



The present investigation of cheese tourism in Russia permits giving several recommendations to potential stakeholders. Farmers involved in cheese production should better communicate with the agro-industrial business community in order to facilitate joint development of rural and industrial activities relevant to cheese tourism (e.g., excursions, festivals, etc.). Large producers of cheese need to consider opening their enterprise for excursions and receiving the support of cheese festivals to stimulate interest from potential tourists (such activities are also important to their branding). The governments of the main cheese-producing regions should think about preparation and successful implementation of special programs/initiatives aimed at cheese tourism promotion (also, as a kind of regional branding) and minimizing their negative effects. In some cases, this can become an efficient tool for rural area development. This work raises two questions for regional tourism practitioners. In Russia, available resources of cheese tourism seem to be underexploited. The experience of the Altay Region can be transferred to other cheese-producing regions. The relevance of cheese tourism to sustainability is highly complex. Its practitioners should take into account not only positive, but also numerous negative environmental and socioeconomical effects in order to reach a balance and to make sure their activities contribute to real, not only apparent, sustainability.
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Figure 1. The general essence of cheese tourism. 
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Figure 2. The relevance of cheese tourism to sustainable development. 
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Figure 3. Cheese production in Russia in relation to tourism opportunities. 
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Table 1. Tourism attractiveness of the main cheese-producing regions of Russia (compiled with re-calculations from different sources—see Materials and Methods).
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Region

	
Cheese Production

	
Inbound Tourism




	
Production in 2016, Thousands of Tons

	
Relatively to the National Production, %%

	
Change Relatively to 2012, %%

	
Accommodation in 2016, Thousands of Persons

	
Relatively to the National Accommodation, %%






	
Altay Region

	
83.4

	
13.8

	
111

	
611

	
1.1




	
Voronezh Region

	
66.8

	
11.0

	
125

	
601

	
1.1




	
Moscow Region (except for Moscow city)

	
50.0

	
8.3

	
106

	
3489

	
6.4




	
Bryansk Region

	
35.5

	
5.9

	
118

	
182

	
0.3




	
Omsk Region

	
32.7

	
5.4

	
124

	
355

	
0.7




	
Belgorod Region

	
30.5

	
5.0

	
data not available

	
199

	
0.4




	
Republic of Tatarstan

	
27.8

	
4.6

	
72

	
1861

	
3.4




	
Udmurt Republic

	
27.8

	
4.6

	
166

	
267

	
0.5




	
Krasnodar Region and Republic of Adygeya

	
23.4

	
3.9

	
105

	
5898

	
10.9




	
Pskov Region

	
16.6

	
2.7

	
157

	
344

	
0.6








Note: the Krasnodar Region and the Republic of Adygeya are considered as one territory because of their relative geographical position⁠—Adygeya is a small region located inside the large Krasnodar Region.
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