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Geographical 
indications can 
be more or less 
sensitive to 
artisanal 
producers, 
depending on 
their product 
specification 
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The Bitto Valleys

In Valtelline
Province of Sondrio
Lombardy Region
Northern Italy 

Valleys crossed by the Bitto creek 
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The Braunvieh
(Bruna Alpina cow)

The Orobic goat



Long 
tradition
in cheesemaking



Caricatori d’alpe
(those who
‘carried’ the alps)
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Making 
Bitto



Making 
Bitto



Making 
Bitto



The 1970s

Voluntary Consortium 
for the Bitto Cheese (1970)



The early 1980s

Signs of decline. 

The number of alps (high-mountain pastures) dedicated to Bitto decreases to 65 (-45% respect to the early 1900s).

Production amounts to 1,500 tons (-45%).

20% of production coming from outside the historical production area (Bitto valleys)

Various dairies collected milk from breeders, producing Bitto in Flatlands.

In 1983, the Chamber of Commerce, Agriculture & Industry (CCIAA) of Sondrio created the collective 
brand Valtellina, which recognized:
- Bitto (only cheese produced in the Bitto valleys)
- Valtellina d’Alpe (cheese made in other summer high-mountain pastures)
- Casera (cheese produced throughout the year in flatlands). 



1980s-1990s

Supported  by the Chamber of Commerce and the Consortium of 
Valtellina and Valchiavenna dairies, the Consortium for Bitto becomes a 
formal organization (abandoning its voluntary nature). 

The Consortium starts the process to obtain the PDO recognition. 

To this purpose, it encourage transfer of knowledge about Bitto
production to the entire province of Sondrio (Valtellina + Valchiavenna). 

Bitto obtains the Protected Denomination of Origin by the EU in 1995. 
A new Consortium for the safeguard of Valtellina Casera and Bitto
(CTCB) cheese is founded. 

To sum up: 
- Coexistence in the consortium of dairies (localized in the flatlands) 

and artisanal producers of Bitto in alps 
- What was previously called ‘Valtellina d’Alpe’ (Bitto-like cheese 

made outside of the Bitto Valleys) can be now called Bitto.



The new product specification

Consortium for the Safeguard of Casera and Bitto counts 
100 members (only a few in the Bitto valleys)

Enlarged area of production to the entire Sondrio Province

Milk can be refrigerated after milking and transported to 
lowland dairies to be processed.

Reduced goat milk content respect to tradition (only 10%), 
with the option of not using goat milk at all.

Cow and goat breeds not specified 

Animal feed: imported hay and additional feedings allowed



Evolution of allowed production areas for Bitto cheese



The Rebellion

1994: a small group of producers creates an informal Bitto Committee to 
try & defend historical production areas and methods

1995: the ‘Rebels’ don’t take part in the Morbegno dairy fair to denounce 
the lack of a cheese contest category specifically dedicated to ‘historical’ 
Bitto. Public opinion polarized.

2002: Bitto Committee turned into Bitto Valleys Society of Producers and 
established the Slow Food Historical Bitto Presidium

2003: The Rebels constituted the Bitto Valleys Trading Stock Company to 
buy Bitto cheese wheels at a fair price from producers and handles the 
commercialization.

2004: A truce is made. The Rebels obtain to compete alone in a dedicated 
cheese contest category at the Morbegno fair, and to differentiate their 
products through a Bitto Valli del Bitto (Bitto Valleys’ Bitto) label. 



The Rebellion continues

Despite the truce, the relationship between 
CTCB and the Rebels remains tense, resulting in 
a continuous on-again/off-again collaboration.

Increasingly supported by the public opinion, in 
2005 the Rebels leave the Consortium, to be 
back again in 2007 for the centenary 
anniversary of the Morbegno dairy fair.

October 2009: The Rebels get a €60,000 fine by 
the Ministry of Agriculture for the usurpation of 
the Bitto PDO. 

2010: The Consortium for the Safeguard of 
Historical Bitto is created.



The two consortia

Consortium of Valtellina Casera
and Bitto (100 members)

✓ Enlarged area of production (Sondrio Province)
✓ Milk is refrigerated after milking and transported to      

lowland dairies where production takes place.
✓ Reduced goat milk content (10%) – option not to use   

goat milk at all
✓ Cow and goat breeds are not specified
✓ Animal feeding: imported hay, additional feedings
✓ Production: 18,600 wheels (2016)
✓ Price: approx. €12-22/kg

Consortium of Storico Ribelle
(13 members)
✓ Restricted area of production (Bitto Valleys)
✓ Production soon after milking in alps
✓ Indigenous animal breeds 
✓ 20% Orobic goat milk
✓ Animal feeding: only grass from alps
✓ Production: much reduced n. of wheels
✓ Price: €35/kg (fresh Bitto), €50/kg (2 year aged), €120/kg 

(8 years aged). Among the most expensive cheeses in            
the world.



A short-lived peace 

2014: In occasion of the Milan 
EXPO 2015, a ‘Bitto Peace’ is 
called, with the mediation of the 
Chamber of Commerce of 
Sondrio.

The two consortia sign an 
agreement, recognizing the 
existence in the Sondrio province 
of two different cheese 
production models that should 
coexist peacefully and present 
themselves in a coordinated 
manner at promotional events, 
such as the Morbegno fair, Slow 
Food’s Salone del Gusto, and 
EXPO 2015.



The BITTEXIT

The Bitto Peace did not last long.

Without changes in the PDO 
product specification, the use of 
the ’Bitto Storico’ name would 
entail risk of new fines by the 
Ministry of Agriculture.

2016: The Rebels announce the 
DEATH of Historical Bitto in 
occasion of Slow Food’s Salone 
del Gusto  in Turin, and adopted a 
new name,
STORICO RIBELLE. 



Public opinion responses to the Bitto Rebellion

-
➢ Troglodytes who refuse modernity
➢ Engaged in a self-interested fratricidal war
➢ Absurd/crazy/too expensive price
➢ Representative of an elitist approach to food                    

production

+
➢ Rebels against the agribusiness lobby
➢ Exploited by larger producers
➢ Heroes who keep traditions alive
➢ Respect the environment, pay fair prices to producers
➢ Worth its price, quality has its price



Open conflict makes it visible and legitimizes difference

Price of the other Bitto:

€12-22€/Kg.

€12,000



A reply to a consumer complaining
that Historical Rebel’s price is too expensive

€12,000«what is a right price? It’s one that

allows a producer to obtain an 

adequate compensation for his work, . 

. . for the respect of traditions and the 

environment. An “absurd” or “crazy” 

price is one that is too low, so 

inexpensive to be unsustainable»



Discussion /1 

€12,000

Inside Geographical Indications, different product methods and 

producer types often co-exist. The product specification

however doesn’t always favor smaller, artisanal producers. 

However, it’s often these small, artisanal producers that create 

the ‘romantic’ image that is transfered to the more industrially

produced products. Such image transfer should be recognized

and valorized.



Discussion /1 

€12,000

Inside Geographical Indications, different product methods and 

producer types often co-exist. The product specification

however doesn’t always favor smaller, artisanal producers. 

However, it’s often these small, artisanal producers that create 

the ‘romantic’ image that is transfered to the more industrially

produced products. Such image transfer should be recognized

and valorized – but larger producers often resist the idea…



Discussion /2 

€12,000

Price competition between industrial and artisanal producers inside 

geographical indications.

Consumers often believe that all the products covered by the same

geographical indications are the same (no difference). 

So why they should pay higher prices? 

Absence of perceivable differentation creates misleading perceptions of 

uniformity in price quality.

Without higher prices to justify higher production costs, artisanal

production methods are less profitable. This threaten their survival and 

transmission to the next generation. 



Discussion /3 

€12,000

Is a war necessary to articulate differences of production 

methods inside the same PDO? 

NO. 

Nothing prevents product specifications from allowing

different quality levels. 



Good product specifications can articulate product quality 
levels and justify price differentials 



Discussion /4

€12,000

Are there alternatives to geographical indications? 

Yes.

These include:

- Collective brands/trademarks (lower enforceability than GI) 

- Territorial brands (covering different product categories

from the same areas)

- Slow Food Presidia (benefitting from the Slow Food image)
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