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Developing cheese tourism: a local-based
perspective from Valle de Roncal (Navarra,
Spain)
Francesc Fusté-Forné

Abstract

This paper aims to investigate the opinions of local cheese producers with regard to the relationships between
cheese and tourism in rural areas. Based on a case study approach, data was collected through semi-structured
interviews with cheesemakers and visits to cheesemaking facilities in Valle de Roncal (Roncal valley), a mountain
region in northern Spain. Results of this research show that cheese producers in rural areas award tourism value to
cheese by appreciating its historical linkages to land and landscapes, the rural lifestyle, and a regional
communication of cheese. The originality of this paper lies on the approach to a niche tourism which is drawn
from the understanding of cheese as both a local product and a tourist attraction, from the perspective of local
producers in peripheries. This research informs rural tourism planners in the design of (food) tourist experiences
that rely on a local-based storytelling.
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Introduction
Cheese tourism is a niche food tourism which in recent
years has witnessed an increasing research interest by
academics worldwide [1]. Cheese landscapes are a symbol
of rural identity and a factor of tourist attraction [2]. Food
tourism refers to the visit to a destination in order to
discover the idiosyncrasies of its culture and nature
through its culinary heritages [3]. In particular, peripheries
like rural, natural, and mountain environments emerge
as repositories of old traditions which are still being
preserved and communicated. In focusing on cheese
tourism, this type of specialist tourism specifically reflects a
relationship between cheese and tourism that acknowledges
the process of awarding tourism value to a local dairy
product [4].
Spain is one of the most important European and

worldwide cheese regions—it counts on twenty-eight

milk and cheese production regions acknowledged as
protected designation of origin (PDO) or protected
geographical indication (IGP) [5]. Dairy and cheese
production are critical industries in Spanish economy
[6], and cheese is a cultural and natural identity factor in
areas such as the Pyrenees ranges [7]. In this context,
the paper investigates the state of cheese tourism devel-
opment in Valle de Roncal—Roncal valley—(Navarra,
Spain) with the aim to identify the opportunities and
challenges derived from cheese tourism. Roncal valley
counts on the oldest protected designation of origin
(PDO) in Spain, awarded to Roncal cheese in 1981,
acknowledging the valley as a quality environmental area
with a cultural and historical tradition in cheese production.
Roncal cheese is both an example of a tourist attraction
and a manifestation of ethnic identity [8]. However, no
previous research has analyzed Roncal cheese from the
perspective of tourism development.
In order to approach the topic, this research is drawn

from the perspective of local cheesemakers. The study
method is based on a qualitative study which relies on
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semi-structured interviews and on-site visits to cheese facil-
ities. Among the key themes pointed by the cheesemakers
with regard to the relationship between “cheese” and “tour-
ism,” they underlined the inherent difficulty of rural life and
the seasonality of tourist demand as examples of the chal-
lenges they are currently facing. On the other side, results
demonstrate that both Roncal’s sense of place and the
added value of a quality cheese (with a protected designa-
tion of origin certification) provide great opportunities to
develop a cheese tourism offer and foster its economic ben-
efits. Thus, this study contributes to the understanding of
the processes of attributing tourism value to cheese in the
region of Roncal, from a producers’ perspective.
This paper is structured into four parts. After the

“Introduction” section, the paper analyzes the develop-
ment of cheese tourism within the framework of the
relationships between food and tourism. Later, the study
method is described and the results are presented.
Finally, the “Discussion and conclusions” section out-
lines both the contribution of this research, its limita-
tions, together with opportunities for future research.

The development of cheese tourism in peripheries
This section reviews the importance of food tourism for
destination development, and specifically, it focuses on the
role of cheese tourism as a niche tourism within the grow-
ing appeal of gastronomy as a motivation factor for tourists.

Food and tourism—a main course in rural environments
Recent research has analyzed food tourism terminologies
[9], and one of the most accepted definitions is still the
food tourism concept defined by Hall and Sharples [10],
who stated that food tourism refers to the journey to
gastronomic regions, with recreational and entertain-
ment purposes, which includes visits to food producers,
gastronomic festivals and food fairs, events, farmers’
markets, cooking shows and demonstrations, tasting
food products, or other food-based tourist activities.
Thus, among the different possibilities offered by food
tourism practices and experiences, the UNWTO [3]
affirms that “over recent decades, gastronomy tourism
has gone beyond the table setting and now includes all
sectors of a destination’s food and tourism chain—producers
(agriculture, fishing, etc.), processing firms (dairies, olive
mills, canning plants, wineries, etc.), the tourism and hospi-
tality sector (restaurants, specialised accommodation, gastro-
nomic activity firms, etc.), the retail sector, the commerce
sector (sale of products) and even the knowledge sector”.
In particular, food tourism refers to the discovery of a

culture through its food [11]. In this sense, “gastronomy
tourism is therefore based on a concept of knowing and
learning, eating, tasting and enjoying the gastronomic
culture that is identified with a territory. […] The territory
is the backbone of gastronomy because a destination’s

landscapes, culture, products, techniques and dishes define
its culinary identity and are the foundation of, and should
be part of, the DNA of the tourism experiences offered to
visitors” [3]. As a significant ingredient of tourist destina-
tions, food tourism is growing rapidly. For example, the
Spanish case shows that 15% of tourists arriving to Spain
are motivated by its gastronomy, with an estimate budget
which is 20% higher than average tourists [12].
In rural and mountain destinations, the relationships

between tourism and primary activities cannot be only
examined by considering the number of visitors or their
expenditure, and tourism planning and development
needs to take into account the perspectives of rural
entrepreneurs—namely, local cheesemakers—in order to
know first-hand how they perceive the relationship
between agriculture and tourism. For example, adjusting
schedules and activities to the needs of visitors may
imply a loss of the authenticity of traditional agricultural
activities [2, 4]. This has been scarcely studied in previ-
ous research, and it represents one of the gaps this paper
aims to fill in. Agriculture, livestock, and fishing activ-
ities are the starting point of food tourism, because
“agriculture provides the product; culture provides the
authenticity; and tourism provides the infrastructure and
services” [13]. Within this context, food is taking an
increasing role as a tourist attraction and a motivation
factor [14]. Here, according to Miele and Murdoch, “the
practical aesthetic of typical foods is founded on the
linkage between food and terroir. This linkage is import-
ant in defining the quality of the food […]. The specific
taste of typical foods is constructed through their associ-
ation with the landscape of production, as though the
soil can somehow be savoured in the food” [15].
Previous research also acknowledged that both local

food producers and restaurants with a pride of the land
are crucial to design a genuine food tourist experience
[16]. Germann Molz affirms that “in the stories round-
the-world travelers recount, it is clear that food is seen
as symbolic of particular places and as a way of getting
close to or consuming the essence of those places” [17].
This authenticity, or uniqueness, can be understood as
the combination of “historical memory, geographic
localisation, quality of raw materials and techniques of
preparation” ([18] cited by 15). In the framework of
narratives built around local produce, representatives of
host communities are the most significant actors, as
Walsh et al. [19] state, “who is more credible than the
residents of the host community?” This paper particu-
larly approaches the process of awarding tourism value
to cheese from the perspective of local cheesemakers.

Cheese tourism—a growing tasting journey
Cheese-oriented tourism is based on the interest towards
the development of a product that is closely linked to
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the territory [4]. Cheese is made from milk obtained
from the animals which graze and feed on the own land,
showing a process that keeps the authenticity from land
to table—where cheesemakers are gatekeepers of this
unique heritage. Previous studies acknowledged that
visitors and tourists like to buy at the source of the
product, that is, people like to buy “cheese” where this is
made and from the hands of people who makes it [20].
Cheese tourism involves the visit to areas of cheesemak-
ing and milk production, which means that this special
interest tourism is primarily practiced in rural, moun-
tain, and natural areas. Cheese-based tourism practices
and experiences do not only include cheese tastings, but
also a range of synergies focused on food consumption
that encompass food tours and festivals, and visits to
local markets, all of them emerging as pathways for the
promotion and selling of cheese. There are many exam-
ples around the world which suggest the significance of
cheese as a tourism attraction and a motivation factor,
such as the Camembert village in France, the Gouda
Cheese Market in The Netherlands, or the Wisconsin
Cheese Trails in the USA, to cite some of them.
With regard to the Spanish case, Spain is a country with

a long tradition in milk production and cheesemaking.
This is exemplified with the quality labeling of twenty-
eight milk and cheese production areas as protected
designation of origin (PDO)—twenty-six of them—and
protected geographical indication (IGP)—two of them.
According to previous research, “the quality label of
Protected Designation of Origin gives to the production
area a high visibility that benefits not only selling the
product but also its conversion into a tourist resource
with respect to cheese as a product, and the region as a
destination” [2]. There are some examples of previous
researches that elevate cheese from a food product, to the
status of a tourist product. In this sense, although cheese
tourism as a specific type of tourism is still an emerging
field of research, there is a growing trend where “cheese
tourism creates new destinations and contributes to exist-
ing destination branding” [1]. This is the case of studies
which have focused on different destinations in Belgium
[21], Brazil [22], Canada [23], Costa Rica [24], France [25],
Italy [26], Mexico [27], New Zealand [28], Norway [29],
Russia [1], and Spain [4, 30].
Spain occupies most of the Iberian Peninsula, in the

southwest side of Europe. The tradition of cheesemaking
in Spain is documented in the first medieval cookbooks
in Catalan and Spanish languages which already included
recipes with cheese, such as Llibre de Sent Soví, origin-
ally published in the fourteenth century [31]. While the
Iberian Peninsula agglutinates very diverse geographical
context in terms of climate and precipitation, or vegetation,
cheese production is widely spread throughout the terri-
tory [5], with extensive possibilities for the development of

the relationships between “cheese” and “tourism” [7]. As
Michelson [32] states, cows are primarily found in coastal
regions and northern and western valleys, while dairy pro-
duce in mountain areas predominantly depends on goats
and sheep. In this sense, while artisan cheeses from north-
ern regions offer a greater variety of textures and styles,
more arid and mountainous areas in Western Spain, and
regions such as the Canary Islands, produce cheeses with
stronger flavors and, sometimes, spicy.
Cheeses reflect the environment and the land where

they are produced, and its culinary culture. This is even
more relevant in mountain territories, where the largest
number of PDO cheeses in Spain is produced. For
example, the regions of Picos de Europa and the Pyrenees.
In particular, Pyrenees is an area with a historical tradition
in artisanal cheesemaking, cheese being a cultural marker
[4], and where dairy sector is a very important part of
regional economies [6]. Within this context, “cheese
consumption symbolizes a ritualistic, intimate sharing of a
specialized quality food while simultaneously symbolizing
the sharing of an ancient mountain culture” [33]. This is
the case of Roncal valley analyzed in this research.

Study method
The objective of this paper is to analyze the opinion of
cheese producers in Roncal valley with regard to the
relationships between cheese and tourism. In particular,
the objective of the interviews was to discover the key
points in the process of awarding tourism value to
cheese production and selling. Roncal valley is a munici-
pality located on the north-eastern corner of Navarra re-
gion, northern Spain, in the border with France (Fig. 1)
[34]. Roncal valley has a population of 1325 inhabitants
[35] and it is formed by seven towns: Burgui, Vidángoz,
Garde, Roncal, Urzainqui, Isaba, Uztárroz.
Data collection was carried out during a field trip to the

Roncal valley between July 1 and July 5, 2019. This case
study is based on a qualitative design which relies on semi-
structured interviews with local cheesemakers. Specifically,
there are five local cheese producers located in the region.
All of them were approached individually at their facilities
but only three of the cheesemakers agreed to join the
study. These three cheesemakers are those that also allow
tourists’ visits to their facilities, while the remaining two
only perform as a selling point. On-site visits were con-
ducted in the region to all the five local cheese producers
who are the only producers allowed to make and distribute
cheese under the PDO of Roncal cheese.
As part of the analysis of the responses of the inter-

viewees, a process of codification and categorization was
conducted by using a computer-assisted qualitative data
analysis software (QDA Miner-Lite). As a result of data
analysis, three themes were identified. Thus, results
presented in the next section are divided into three sub-

Fusté-Forné Journal of Ethnic Foods            (2020) 7:26 Page 3 of 9



sections dealing with the predominant topics: landscape
value of Roncal cheese, the rural lifestyle, and the cheese
distribution and selling to visitors and tourists.

Results
The presentation of the results is divided into three
parts, which were identified during the process of ana-
lysis, and are described below.

The sense of place of Roncal cheese
The most significant issue of cheese production,
highlighted by all respondents, is the environment (see,
for example, Fig. 2). Cheeses labeled with the PDO Ron-
cal are made from “latxa” sheep milk, a local variety of
sheep (Fig. 3)—grazing and feeding on Roncal land-
scapes. While cheesemaking is present over the history
in the region, it was in the seventies of the twentieth
century when a process of reappreciation of Roncal
cheese started, as also explained in the following section.
For example, one of the interviewees pointed out that
they started to operate in 1984, with the aim of recover-
ing the traditional shepherd cheese that had been lost.
This interviewee stated that Roncal cheese has always
been an exclusive cheese from Roncal valley. “Neither
Salazar here in Navarra nor Ansó in Huesca as border
areas and similar conditions have made this cheese”.
Cheesemaking in Roncal is a tradition that dates back to
more than three thousand years ago—the Dolmen of

Arrako witnessed the process of making Roncal cheese:
the remains of a shepherd’s bag were found in there,
with a hot stone that served to heat the milk to 30–32
°C in situ, representing the oldest origin of cheesemak-
ing in the valley.
In this context, transhumance is very important as a

tradition of preservation and appreciation of the land-
scape environment, which in turn is the main economic
source of Roncal people: the economy of the valley is

Fig. 1 Location map of the Roncal (Erronkari in Basque) valley. It is situated in the north-eastern corner of Navarra, in the Western Pyrenees, in a
strategic location on the border between Spain and France (adapted from Infraestructura de Datos Espaciales de Navarra, 2020)

Fig. 2 A landscape in Roncal valley. The environment is a critical
factor in food production. Specifically, cultural and natural values of
local landscape are transferred to cheese (own source)
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based on wood production and livestock (sheep), where
tourism currently is aggregated, all the three respon-
dents agreed. Thus, transhumance is a way of life in
Roncal valley, and where the herds used to go from the
area of Bardenas Reales (in winter) to Uztárroz (in sum-
mer), in the north of Roncal valley. Roncal was the first
place to acquire the right to use the Bardenas Reales,
granted by the King of Navarra. Another feature of this
mountain valley is that all Roncal shepherds can graze
on any public or private land in the valley, and the herds
can “eat” anywhere. This guarantees the feeding of the
animals whether or not the shepherds have their own
lands. This rural way of life is also reflected in a “jota,” a
traditional folk dance, which says: “A las Bardenas
Reales, Ya bajan los roncaleses, A comer migas con sebo,
Por lo menos siete meses” (in English, “To the Bardenas
Reales, Roncal people are going down, to eat migas con
sebo [a traditional shepherd dish], at least seven
months”.

Coping with the difficulty of rural life
Cheese production suffered a decline in the mid-
twentieth century due to rural people emigrations to
urban environments. In Roncal, in 1975, Enaquesa was
created with the twofold aim to recover Roncal cheese
production and to stop depopulation. Cheese is made
with “latxa” sheep milk, as reported above. “It is
necessary to milk seven sheep, twice a day, to make a
kilogram of Roncal cheese”. As mentioned earlier, in
1981 the protected designation of origin (PDO) of
Roncal cheese was created, which was the first PDO
awarded to a food product and the first PDO awarded to
a cheese in Spain. Thus, cheeses under the PDO are
made with raw milk from “latxa” sheep, available from

December to July. What does it mean? The interviewees
highlighted that “latxa” sheep milk is scarce, which
makes Roncal cheese an exclusive and unique product.
Little by little, from the 80s of the twentieth century,
other cheese producers started to make Roncal cheese,
known as Roncal shepherd cheese. During these decades,
cheesemaking has been structuring an offer that currently
counts on five producers: Larra, Ekia, and Onkizu, which
allow on-site visits, and Borda Marengo and Enaquesa.
However, as one of the interviewees points out, the

difficulty associated with rural life has never changed
and makes it difficult, in turn, to ensure continuity of
rural economy and the preservation of its cultural mani-
festations (see, for example, Fig. 4). “Young people prefer
to work 8 hours in a factory, not countryside life. Few
decades ago, everything was done by hand, and now
farms are unproductive. Those working with animals is
because they like it and it is often done as a hobby. Eco-
nomically it is nothing. 365 days a year. This slavery is
no longer wanted by anyone, not even those of twenty,
thirty, forty years old”. Traditionally, the life of a “pastor”
(a shepherd) has been a very hard life, far from families,
due to the transhumance. Currently, tourism also helps
to cope with it. An example of conversion of “cheese
product” to “cheese resource” is the Cheese Museum,
opened in 1995 as part of Ekia cheese facilities. “We
made a collection of materials from several people in the
town, and when people see it, they get excited. Older
local people cry because there are plenty of memories
from old times. On the other hand, for young people
there are many utensils that they do not know what they
are” (Fig. 5). This exemplifies the role of the museum as
a guarantor of the rural cheese tradition, valued and
communicated to visitors and tourists as part of the

Fig. 3 Transhumance of “latxa” sheep in Roncal valley. “Latxa” sheep
are native to the Basque Country and Navarra, and transhumance is
an example of rural intangible heritage which relies on the
appreciation and conservation of local landscapes (own source)

Fig. 4 Example of rural heritage. The production of cheese implies a
series of processes from milking to ripening, which requires the use
of a wide range of machinery and materials (own source)
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opportunities derived from cheese-oriented tourism
practices.

The distribution of cheese and the seasonality of tourist
demand
The main selling point of cheesemakers is the own
facility, which also serves as a production area and a
maturation cave (Fig. 6). However, it is important to
acknowledge the selling through local agri-food stores,
supermarkets (also regional chains), and distribution in
municipalities in both Navarra (also in its capital city,
Pamplona) as well as in neighboring provinces such as
Huesca, in Aragón. In this context, participation in fairs
and festivals and, mostly, sale to restaurants are identi-
fied as key factors in the relationship between local food
production and tourism. One of the interviewees points
out that “in Navarra, small food retail businesses do have
Roncal cheese, but in restaurants it is a bit complicated
because the point is that restaurants have Roncal cheese,
but they don’t say it. In a salad, why don’t they put ‘Ron-
cal cheese salad’? In a lasagna, in desserts…” Added to
this comment, the researcher has observed in restaurant
menus that this is what really happens. Most of the res-
taurants offer cheese-based dishes, but they do not men-
tion where it is from, and you can only confirm that it is
Roncal cheese when you ask directly. Thus, only in some
restaurants, it was possible to note, in dessert menus,
dishes such as “Roncal Cheese” or “Cheese of the PDO
Roncal, nuts and quince” (Fig. 7), with the consequent
visibility given to the local product.
In relation to tourists, respondents agreed that tourist

flows are predominantly concentrated in July and August,
on weekends, and traditional Christmas and Easter holi-
days. Tourists come from both national markets (Aragón,

Catalunya, Valencia, and Madrid) and international mar-
kets, where tourists from France, The Netherlands, and
the UK are highlighted. Also, as reported by one of the
cheese producers, sales to tourists occur likewise in win-
ter, from December to April, thanks to group tours, for
example of senior tourists and schoolchildren. Although
one of them emphasized that “performing visits is compli-
cated because we are few people to do everything and the
good thing is tourists see how the milk is processed and
you have to leave your work to make the visit,” another
interviewee pointed out that guided tours are one of their
main sources of income, especially because of cheese
tastings and subsequent sales, where tourists purchase
vacuum-packed cheeses as a souvenir.

Discussion and conclusions
This study develops an understanding of how agri-food
producers in the northern Spanish region of Roncal per-
ceive the processes of cheesemaking towards its current
and potential relationship with tourism. Results revealed
the key drivers of this relationship from the perspective
of local cheese producers. This research identified three
critical issues. The first one is the significance of the
land, and the historical, cultural, and natural production

Fig. 5 Cheese press in the Cheese Museum. Food museums have
not only emerged to preserved local heritages, but also to promote
the sense of place to visitors and tourists. The museum offers a
journey through shepherd culture not only via equipment and
utensils, but also via photographs and documents (own source)

Fig. 6 Cheese maturation cave in Roncal valley. Cheese ripening is a
crucial step in cheesemaking processes, which provides cheese with
its ultimate flavor. Cheese caves are considered a tourist attraction
(own source)
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and distribution processes associated with cheesemaking
in rural and mountain areas such as the Pyrenees. These
elements are both tangible and intangible inheritances
which are primarily observed in transhumance as a
modus vivendi of rural ways of life. It is this rural life-
style, the second crucial factor. In particular, the quality
of the environment where rurality happens and it is
manifested through the protected designation of origin
as a form to acknowledge the aforementioned sense of
place, which is transferred to visitors and tourists
through cheese—being this the third theme, that is, how
cheesemakers are able to reach tourism demand.
This paper contributes to the emerging literature on

cheese tourism as a specialist food tourism by under-
standing the producers’ approach to the process of
awarding tourism value to cheese. As previous research
has studied, cheese tourism reflects a close relationship
between food, land, and communities through local-
based production [2]. Cheese tourism, as any other
special interest tourism, can engage with the diversifica-
tion of a destination’s offer, while natural and cultural
idiosyncrasies of the place are preserved, valorized, and

promoted. To do this, it is obligatory to know what do
producers think, in order to develop both a sustainable
and mutually profitable relationship between agricultural
and tourism industries.
Cheese as an example of food provided to visitors and

tourists with the meanings attached to the local sense of
place [36–38], its symbolic and unique geographical and
cultural heritages [17]. Results of this study confirm
what previous research has identified: “the quality of typ-
ical foods derives from a combination of human skill
and knowledge, the character of the surrounding ecosys-
tem, and the cultural appreciation of the interlinkages
between these components” [15]. These meanings in-
clude how a landscape is and how it has evolved and
continues changing. It also refers to meanings that
showcase how Pyrenean culture and Pyrenean people
has negotiated during centuries the processes of milk
production and cheesemaking as part of their daily
eating habits, the commercial exchange, and their
tourism system. All of these concepts enhance the destin-
ation development and contribute to the understanding of
the visited place [16]. Restaurants certainly emerge as a
venue to “stage” it.
This paper offers an opportunity for further research

where visitors and tourists to the Roncal valley are ques-
tioned about how they perceive the valley, and, specific-
ally, about the role that cheese plays as both an
attraction factor and as an ingredient of tourist experi-
ence (and post-experience). Another issue which re-
quires further inquiry is the analysis of the online
communication local cheesemakers are performing. As
Rousseau [39] states, “new media platforms like blogs,
webzines, Facebook and Twitter have opened up new
spaces to talk about food, and virtual communities blos-
somed in a very short space of time through sharing rec-
ipes and stories across traditional boundaries of place”.
New technologies and globalization can provide local
food producers with a tool to reduce geographical gaps
between them and global consumers [40].
The main limitation of this research is the fact that it

relies on the opinion of “only” three producers (nonethe-
less, they represent 60% of the cheesemakers settled in
the area), and it is limited to a “small” location in the
region of Navarra. While the relevance of this environ-
ment for milk and cheese production was early de-
scribed, upcoming research could further analyze the
stakeholders’ opinion in other Spanish regions, in order
to draw more robust perceptions about the relationships
built between cheese and tourism sectors and identify
differences and similarities. Cheese in places like Roncal
valley is a genuine food, exclusive, and seasonal. Because
cheese relies on the milk obtained from the animals
whose feeding depends on the landscape—as a conse-
quence, cheese has a different taste in each place and

Fig. 7 Cheese dessert in a local restaurant. Restaurants are
meaningful spaces where visitors and tourists can discover local
foods and local recipes. This example of “Cheese of the PDO Roncal,
nuts and quince” illustrates a combination of regional products as
part of a local-based cuisine which accentuates the territorial
development attached to tourism practices (own source)
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even over the year due to the season when it is made
and according to the environmental conditions and the
“taste” of the land. This is relevant for management and
marketing purposes in terms of designing an “authentic”
storytelling which is increasingly worth to experience—
as Stanley and Stanley [41] point out, “one of the drivers
of food tourism is nostalgia and a desire by tourists to
rediscover the past” which is also manifested in cheese
tourism [42].
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