RE S EARC H N OTE https://doi.org/10.33351/mt.91640

Farming travels: a note on
cheese-based tourism

Francesc Fusté-Forné, University of Girona, Faculty of Tourism, Department of Business

Introduction

Sustainable farming and agricultural activities advocate for caring and protecting land and na-
ture (Bell, 2010). As traditional economic activities in rural regions, these practices communi-
cate the idiosyncrasies and lifestyles of a culture and its people, in a specific environment (see,
for example, Berno & Fusté-Forné, 2019). From land to table, food is a crucial identity marker
(Timothy & Ron, 2013) which represents the origin of the relationship between agriculture and
tourism. As Berno, Laurin and Maltezakis state (2014), “agriculture provides the product; cul-
ture provides the authenticity; and tourism provides the infrastructure and services” (p.113).
Therefore, the land is the starting point for food tourism. Food tourists are traveling to gastro-
nomic regions in order to visit food producers, farmers markets, festivals and fairs, tasting food
products at local restaurants or other food-based tourist activities (Hall & Sharples, 2003). Au-
thors such as Telfer and Wall (2000) estimate that ‘food’ constitutes one-third of tourist expend-
iture, which illustrates the potential of food-based tourism experiences (see McKercher, Oku-
mus & Okumus, 2008; Novelli, 2005). Both producers and consumers are paying an increasing
attention to the role of local foods as an avenue to uncover, communicate and promote a sense of
place that express a unique destination identity (see for example Everett & Aitchison, 2008; Kim
& Iwashita, 2016; Tellstrom, Gustafsson & Mossberg, 2006). Cheese reveals a rural terroir and it
particularly offers a ‘taste of a place’ (Trubek, 2008).

Relationships between cheesemaking and tourism industry refer to the process of award-
ing tourism value to ‘cheese’. These connections include pasture lands; cheesemaking process-
es; and cheese consumption. In this sense, cheese tourism is defined as the journey to regions
with a large tradition of milk production and cheese making. This special interest tourism is
commonly practiced in rural, natural and mountainous areas. According to Fusté-Forné (2015),
“cheese tourism comes from the concern with the process of developing a product closely linked
to a territory, and drift towards a typology that includes not only the tourist visit to the craft
workshop, but also a set of synergies from complementary food consumption and leisure”
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(p- 91). While some research started to analyse the development of cheese tourism in Northern
Europe, particularly in Scandinavia (see Soltani, 2019), this research note approaches its poten-
tial for the case of Finland. Outcomes of this study are expected to lead to further studies where
the role of cheese tourism in rural development in Finland is analysed, specially from the farm-
ers’ perspective.

An approach to the relationships between cheese and tourism in Finland

Previous research has acknowledged the importance of food tourism in Finland (Tikkanen,
2007), and its role as a tool for rural development (Tyrviinen, Silvennoinen, Nousiainen, & Tah-
vanainen, 2001). Earlier publications in this journal reviewed the tourism attractiveness of local
food (see, for example, Litthje & Saari, 2018), and this research adds a Finnish perspective to the
conversation. In this context, Finnish farmers show a growing interest towards organic produc-
tion (Ahlqvist, 2019) which, in turn, can secure the provision of sustainable food services (Tik-
kanen & Jaakkola, 2019). Food is considered an essential ingredient of Finnish tourism strategy
(UNWTO, 2017). Adamsson and Havas (2017) affirm that “according to a study by Bloom Consult-
ing commissioned by Visit Finland, the specific search of local gastronomy is the second most
popular digital search regarding Finland. The first place is held by nature-related matters. Usu-
ally, travellers spend approximately 25% of their travel budget on food and food-related activi-
ties. A traveller whose primary motivation is to explore the local cuisine may spend up to 50% of
his or her travel budget on food. Therefore, it is worth investing in food tourism, it generates also
income” (p. 14). Cheese factories and farms are identified as authentic food tourism attractions.

Dairy products largely contribute to Finnish menus. In this sense, “milk production is still
the most important source of livelihood in rural areas” (Finnwards, 2020) and the consumption
of cheese in Finland has increased from 6.6kg per person in 1980 to 25.8kg in 2017 (Statistics,
2020). Cooking with cheese becomes more and more popular among Finnish people: “while pre-
viously cheese was seen mainly as a topping for bread, it is now increasingly being eaten as a
snack and used as a cooking ingredient” (Euromonitor International, 2019). Farmers in Finland
make popular cheeses such as Leipdjuusto, Raejuusto, Oltermanni, Aura, Lappi and Turunmaa
(AtlasMedia Ltd, 2020). They are examples of cottage, soft and hard cheeses, which are not only
made from cow’s milk but also from goat’s and reindeer’s milk — while this latter has been tra-
ditionally used to make cheese in Lapland, nowadays its application is mostly limited to cream
cheeses.

According to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), “family
farming has brought many opportunities and benefits to Finland’s society. The base of Finnish
farming lies on small and mid-sized farms that are often family owned. Finland has a unique
geographical profile with arctic climate conditions, vast forests and numerous lakes that char-
acterize and define the farming models. Due to that, and for historical reasons, Finnish fam-
ily farming is a source of innovations in combining sources of livelihood — such as tourism,
bio economy and forestry — with family farming” (FAO, 2020). In addition, Berno, Laurin and
Maltezakis (2014) reported that direct and indirect benefits of linking agriculture and tourism
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are the “increasing economic development; the pride of place, generating attractive, vital and
viable rural areas; and a vibrant and locally distinctive tourism product” (p. 105).

A wide range of attraction factors are useful to analyse the relationships between farming
and tourism (see Fusté-Forné, 2015). However, only few of them are included in this research
note, which explores the potential of cheese tourism in Finland by describing some examples,
with the help of literature on food tourism. Practical examples were gathered by the author as
part of an exploratory and unstructured non-participant observation case conducted in August
2019, in the cities of Helsinki and Rovaniemi.

As explained above, this study is focused on the case of cheese-oriented tourism. In the con-
text of food tourism experiences, restaurants are regarded as agents for rural development (DiP-
ietro & Levitt, 2019; Wilson, Fesenmaier, & Van Es, 2001). Figures 1 and 2 illustrate two dishes
(a starter and a dessert) from a restaurant menu where cheese is highlighted as a remarkable
flavour of the land. Added to restaurant services, hotels also communicate the sense of place, for
example, in breakfast buffets. This is the case of Figure 3, where the taste of Lapland is offered to
guests through local products, such as cheeses. The creation of farmer-chef solid relationships is
crucial to expand sustainable supply chains that improve the development of rural communities
(see for example Crossman, Robles, Petersen, Stanley, & Wailes, 2009; Thomas-Francois, Joppe,
& von Massow, 2018).

e

Figure 1. Assortment of charcuterie and cheese, Rovaniemi (Lapland). (Own source.)
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Figure 3. Lapland cheese, bread and jam in a breakfast buffet, Rovaniemi (Lapland).
(Own source.)
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Furthermore, there is currently a change towards new collaborative accommodation forms, such
as Airbnb (Guttentag, 2015), which implies an increasing use of grocery stores and supermarkets
by tourists (Fusté-Forné, 2019). While supermarkets many times appear as examples of global
food venues, they also offer local-based produce (Figure 4). The buying of these foods contributes
to the engagement of visitors with the cooking process, and accentuates the tourist experience.
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Figure 4. Finnish cheese in a supermarket, Suomenlinna (Helsinki). (Own source.)

Concluding remarks

From farming to tourism, this research note has approached the relationships between rurality
and tourism through the case of cheese in the context of Finland. When tourism services pro-
vide local foods, they support regional agricultural activities. Food tourism is an opportunity
for farmers not only to develop their businesses (see for example Sidali, Kastenholz, & Bianchi,
2015), but also to communicate the regional identity and to offer a genuine experience that con-
veys cultural and natural sense of place (Berno & Fusté-Forné, 2019; Haven-Tang & Jones, 2005;
Smith, 2015). Figure 5 shows the sustainable process of value creation from farm to table — the
case of cheese. Farming activities rely on the landscape, where animals are grazing and feeding.
Later, cheese is made of animals’ milk. After that, tourism value is awarded to cheese (for exam-
ple, in restaurants). Specifically, from a Scandinavian perspective, “food tourism may involve a
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delicious restaurant meal, eating a home meal or preparing a Finnish dish under expert guid-
ance. It may include activities related to nature’s offerings and picking them as well as eating a
meal amid nature and cultural surroundings [...]. Food tourism also links closely with stories,
local ties and purity. At its best, a food tourism product gets people involved and doing things
that enable the traveller to learn something new, turning the tourism product into an experi-
ence” (Adamsson & Havas, 2017, p. 14).

Figure 5. A cheese value travels from land to table. (Own source.)

The development of cheese tourism is aligned with the priorities defined for food tourism plan-
ning in the country, which are based on regional food culture (‘taste of place’), the nature of food
(‘pure pleasure’) and events and festivals (‘cool and creative’) (see Adamsson & Havas, 2017). In
this sense, “from pasture to plate, cheeses are identified with a particular landscape; a taste of
cheese means a taste of a territory” (Fusté-Forné, 2020, p. 2). Drawing from the description of
a series of examples, this research note focused on the potential of cheese-oriented tourism for
the case of Finland. Upcoming research is expected to further analyse how farmers can create
tourism value for food and how tourists experience place through cheese in the geographical
context of the Boreal region of Europe.
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