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Constructing a Geographical Indication (GI) for Sharri cheese in Kosovo 

A question of strategies and joint decisions 
 

 

The overall question  

A geographical indication (GI) is a name, a label or a symbol applied to certain products, especially in agrifood (or 
services) that corresponds to a specific geographic location or an origin. Geographical indications (GI) form part of 
intellectual property that contrasts strongly with commercial brands, even if these are collective. They are also an 
achievement of the European Union and therefore form part of the pre-membership process. However, GIs are not only 
an obligation with regard to legislation and regulations but are also, in varying degree according to the case, market 
instruments, tools for rural development or environmental stimulation. For Kosovo, as for the other candidate countries 
and also for member states, the development of a GI is a process of learning, choices, adjustments and optimisation of 
the means of European policies and their embodiment at the national and local scale. Although its principles are shared 
by all the member states, a system of standards such as that of GI is also related to the implementation of public national 
choices, the management of rural areas and the collective practices of stakeholders.  
 
The choice of product 

Sharri cheese has a strong longstanding reputation among livestock farmers and consumers in Kosovo and beyond in 
neighbouring countries and among the diaspora. The reputation comes from a very long history associated with 
traditional practices in livestock farming and cheese making in pastoral highlands that have been recognised since ancient 
times. 
However, the highlands have experienced recent upsets and marked changes in farming systems and manufacture. Also 
related to changes in consumer preferences, these changes mean that today the definition of 'Sharri cheese' requires 
important strategic choices—especially in terms of protection against the risk of the term 'Sharri cheese' becoming 
generic, with the dilution of this cultural heritage. Indeed, according to surveys performed, the reputation of the cheese is 
linked historically with ewes' milk, even though mixed milks or the use of cows' milk and ewes' milk is reported in older 
systems. However, the Sharri highlands have had an incontestable dominant sheep tradition for many decades.  
The other dimensions addressed by the surveys are the farmhouse, pastoral and seasonal aspects of Sharri cheese, as this 
is understood traditionally.  
The main questions to be answered by the ongoing process of the establishment of a GI are thus: 

 Can a Sharri cheese GI cover a cheese made from ewes' milk and or cows' milk and/or goats' milk? 
 How far can producers include the pastoral, farmhouse and seasonal dimension in the specification defining the 

GI? 
 Can the same 'umbrella' GI cover different territorial features and different products?  

 

The choice of territory  
The Sharr Highlands territory is vast and includes a number of geomorphological, soil and topographical subsets that 
determine different conditions of production and pastoralism according to access to highland grazing land and capacity to 
produce forage—or possibly grain—for the winter.  
The territory also has a rich diversity of communities. It is not the least interest of establishing this GI to know how the 
different territories/communities can share common intellectual property as the cheese is made in the same way in the 
four territories identified: Gora, Opoja, Xhupa and Stërpcë/Strpce that cover four main communities Goran, Albanian, 
Bosnian and Serb.  
Whatever the specific features that the sub-regional identification of products might subsequently have, the definition of 
a collective property open to all the producers in the four zones and communities is essential. The subsidiary question of 
the translation, denomination and definition of the product must then be addressed. 
The central question of territorial definition is linked to the pastoral nature of the product. It is necessary to decide 
whether the name envisaged can or cannot include cheeses made in the plain, with a milk collection zone going well 
beyond the Sharr highlands, thus losing its seasonal feature and its essential link with grazing land.  
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The area of joint action 

Depending on the territories and farming systems, it is necessary for the newly founded Association of Sharri Cheese 
producers that will become the manager of the Geographical Indication to include at least one representative of the 
different territories and farming systems in order to conserve its capacity for inclusion and development and so that any 
operator who considers making Sharri cheese or producing milk for making it can participate in discussions. The final 
decisions concerning the territory will thus be better understood, shared and used by the producers involved as well as 
those who might be excluded by specifications defined on a collective basis. 
A GI operates with a leadership and a core of involved stakeholders, but this recognition of an existing system should not 
lead to underestimating the danger of too marked a focus on the stakeholders who are the most dynamic and influential 
today.  
It is also important to support the work of a Producers' Association by a support or body—in particular in technical and 
administrative aspects—broadening the circle of stakeholders to administrative areas and civil society (NGO in 
environment or consumer associations) and to the Sharr National Park or any other interested public or private 
stakeholder.  
 
Support measures  

Finally, as is highlighted at the beginning of this strategic note, the awarding of a GI to Sharri cheese is not only a market 
instrument used by producers but also a tool for the conservation and support of pastoral agricultural practices with an 
environmental dimension. The pre-accession period must enable the Kosovan Ministry of Agriculture to obtain the CAP 
tools (especially via the Pre-Accession Fund for agriculture and rural development) at the service of sectorial, territorial 
and environmental policies for producers and the Sharr region: instruments of the 'first pillar' (subsidies for crop and 
livestock farmers) and 'second pillar' type, such as rural development measures and AEMs (agri-environmental measures).  
 

 


