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Is there really any difference between ham made in Parma, Italy and Parma, Ohio? Is cheese an intellectual property? Questions like these are at the core of a debate in international trade concerning geographic indications. GI’s are indications of a product’s territorial origin, with the understanding that origin or process is directly related to a product’s quality. Growers of certain types of olives or potatoes, for example, say their products are the end result of local soil, water, and unique growing methods found only in a specific country or region. They say for others to copy that product and claim it as authentic harms their livelihoods. The European Union agrees, and has made laws protecting GI’s.


At 12:00 p.m., Wednesday, Feb. 18 there will be a workshop on GI’s open to the public featuring a panel of guest speakers and a tasting reception of GI foods. “Apples & Oranges: Are They So Different? The Ownership of Food Products & Processes” will be in the School of International Service lounge on the campus of American University. Dr. Robert Rogowski, an economist at the U.S. International Trade Commission, is among the confirmed speakers.

The workshop comes on the heels of a new study by researchers at American University that analyzes a database of GI’s produced in the EU that claim protection under EU or national law. The database includes some 600 products, categorized by type of protection, country and product, among others. The raw data provided by the EU were line coded and analyzed using Excel and SPSS software. The results show how GI’s are concentrated by area and by type and which countries produce what kinds of GI’s.

Among other things, the research has found that:

· Most European GI’s come from Southern Europe, due to that region’s longer, more accommodating growing season and greater diversity in climates and ecosystems.

· GI’s predominantly are high value added products such as meats and cheeses. Oils are another main category.

· Process is of greater importance overall than geography.

· Some products are not native to Europe.

· Some non-traditional products are protected, such as Irish blood pudding and German gingerbread.


The report is useful to trade policy analysts and scholars because it transforms a mere list of products into an easily-referenced guide as to where the debate on GI’s stands today. It shows which countries are most affected, what types of products are protected and how they are classified. The project was conceived of and led by James Lee, an assistant professor at American University’s School of International Service. Lee says the study is “an important step in defining the research in this area and understanding the nature of this crossroads issue and its policy implications.”

Calling the issue of geographic indications a “sleeping giant in research and in trade policy,” he describes how the issue reaches across disciplines.


“It is a topic at the crossroads of several areas of inquiry, including trade, environment, culture and others types of behavior. It combines critical issues such as agriculture with issues of intellectual property and is at the core of discussions about human health,” he said.


The study is available online through the GIANT project Web site, at http://www.american.edu/ted/giant/news_events/eu%20analysis%20paper.doc

To find out more about the workshop, or about the GIANT project, use the contact information above.
