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Conference of the Assembly of European Regions on Regional labels, as a tool for the promotion of regional quality products

Draft conclusions and proposals for action

Regional quality production is directly related to the economic development of rural areas in Europe. It is great importance to the Assembly of European Regions to promote their role as a motor for rural regeneration and make connexions with central issues such as GMOs, health, tourism and the general economic situation in rural territories. 

The objective of the Conference, hosted by MEP Stavros Arnaoutakis on 15 September 2006, in Heraklion, Crete (GR) and supported by AREPO
, was to catch up on the recent developments in the field of quality food production and, for those Regions who are already very actively promoting their specialities on the European scale, to meet and discuss potential strategies to improve the positive impact on their local economies.

It was concluded that there are plenty of opportunities for the Regions to promote their local produce in the European and international market, and strengthen rural economies, marketing their name, boosting consumer confidence and supporting environment-friendly production methods. 

Factual clarifications

Geographical indications and guaranteed specialities protect the Regions and their producers from abusive labelling of products pretending to be geographically linked to a territory or processed in a specific way. 

There exist three different types of food quality label at EU level:

Protected Designation of Origin: In order to be eligible to carry the protected designation of origin (PDO), products must be produced, processed and prepared in a given geographical area using a recognised, specified method.

Protected Geographical Indication: In the case of the protected geographical indication (PGI), there is a link between at least one of the stages of production, processing or preparation and the region of origin. The product may also have a particularly good reputation.

Traditional Speciality Guaranteed: The traditional speciality guaranteed (TSG), which is covered by Regulation 2082/92, does not refer to the geographical origin but highlights the traditional composition of the product or a traditional method of preparation and/or processing.

The procedure for obtaining a label at EU level is the following: the concerned Member State is responsible for examining the application documentation. Once the application is approved, a final check and a consultation with other Member States are carried out at EU level.

The geographical and non-geographical indications were recently reformed by the European Union, in order to comply with WTO rules, giving an easier access for Third countries to the EU labelling system. In this reform, it was also planned that it should be obligatory that the EU logo appears on products that benefits from EU labelling. Finally, it is planned that the procedure for labels’ awarding will be partly decentralised from EU to national level, because of the administrative burden it involves for the European Commission.

Conclusions

Labelling a regional quality product provides it with an international recognition of a specific regional feature, hence promoting the territory in itself. This is why so many European Regions consider that issue as a crucial one and look for advice to EU institutions, national governments or interregional associations on how they can make a better use of this tool.
The AER is convinced that EU’s labelling rules should be clear to both producers and consumers and that we should avoid a proliferation of labels, which would only serve to further confuse consumers. The AER calls for a better involvement of the Regions in the whole denomination process, since labelling regional quality products is a full part of the Regions’ rural development strategies.

Like the European Parliament, the Assembly of European Regions is very much concerned by the need for the protected quality standards to be properly complied with and monitored. The Regional authorities have a strong part to play there, as they are well suited to communicate and monitor standards and to liaise with local producers in implementing these. There would be a great added-value for the European Union to cooperate with the Regions in this field.

Due to the growing administrative burden linked to the treatment of a growing number of applications, the AER supports the European Parliament’s proposal to discuss the creation of a specialised agency, which would be in charge of giving a first assessment on the applications. This option would be more efficient than renationalising the whole process, which could lead to an increased confusion in a sector that is already difficult to access for the producers.

The future of European agriculture lies in quality production; The AER is convinced of the market opportunities offered by the development of an ever growing quality agriculture in European Regions. In the global context, quality food and agro-food production remain a competitive advantage that the EU should encourage and should put as the main focus of the future EU farming policy. 

In particular, there is a need to help producers and cooperatives appreciate the potential of high standards traditional production methods and to encourage them to make a long-term investment in quality. European funds should be made available in order to help producers implement high quality standards. 

The AER calls for the creation of an official GMO-free label and the implementation of strict rules on coexistence, so that regions can continue to promote their quality traditional agriculture and products. In the context of quality food production, it is all the more essential to guarantee that territory wishing to stay away from GM cultures can do so and protect their quality agriculture.

The AER also re-emphasises the need to grant the European Parliament and the regions a more important role in the GMO approval procedure. Regions should be allowed to decide how and whether they wish to introduce GMOs in their territory, in particular in light of the fact that the majority of European citizens is not in favour of GM products. The AER therefore repeats its calls for the creation of a GMO free European label 

Plans for the future

Helping the regions in promoting the labelled products to the consumers and clarifying the differences between other kinds of labels, coming from private or other institutional initiatives. 

Supporting the elaboration of a report on the impact of regional quality products on the Regional economy, at European scale. Although it is not easy to show a direct link between a regional label and an increase in a region’s economic activity, it remains a fact that regions with strong labels often enjoy a strong tourism economy and can successfully attract foreign investment. An emblematic regional product with a label recognised across Europe contributes to the rural economic development, as it is the basis of production clusters situated in areas which previously relied mainly on agriculture. 
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