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October 6, 2017 
 
The Honorable Sonny Perdue  
U.S. Secretary of Agriculture  
1400 Independence Ave., S.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20250 
 
Re: Key points on geographical indications and their risk to U.S. agriculture, for your European trip 
 
 
Dear Mr. Secretary, 
 
As you travel to the European Union, we wanted to provide you with three key points concerning the 
grave threat of the EU’s abuse of geographical indications (GIs). The EU continues to use GIs as a tool to 
secure a monopoly on certain common names for meats, cheeses, wines and other beverages – such as 
“feta”, “bologna” and “vintage”.  I hope you have seen the letter this week to the President from a dozen 
U.S. farm and food manufacturing groups regarding this serious problem.  
 
This issue is moving very quickly: The EU is currently including GIs in negotiations with China, Japan, 
Mexico and Mercosur nations. What’s more, just this week the EU upped the ante further by effectively 
tearing up an existing Codex standard, granting Denmark a GI for a cheese term that has long enjoyed 
generic status. (The GI approved is for “danbo”; a GI approval for “havarti,” which also has a Codex 
standard, is expected to soon follow). Mainstay U.S. product names like “cheddar” and “mozzarella” were 
also supposedly protected by these Codex standards – as of this week there is no guarantee of where the 
EU will stop, and these terms are also vulnerable. 
 
The U.S. is not opposed to the protection of proper GIs – such as “Idaho Potatoes” or “Parmigiano 
Reggiano” to denote specialty foods. But the EU has been aggressively seeking to confiscate generic 
terms that derive from part of the protected name or are otherwise in common usage – such as 
“parmesan”. 
 
The U.S. government has been a stalwart ally with U.S. agriculture on this issue, and the government’s 
ongoing efforts to combat restrictions on the use of common names have enjoyed broad, bipartisan 
Congressional support. The U.S. must continue to do all we can to stop the EU’s brazen attempts to 
monopolize use of generic food and beverage terms at the expense of U.S. businesses, their workers and 
supplying farmers. An economic analysis last year found that in the cheese sector alone, restrictions on 
common product names could cost U.S. companies $5.2 billion and farmers $59 billion over a decade, 
resulting in lost farms and shuttered cheese plants. 
 
Here are the main points we hope you would keep in mind and convey as you speak with EU officials 
regarding trade issues:  
 

• We reject the EU’s attempts to use GIs as a non-tariff barrier to trade. The EU needs to 
work with the U.S. and other nations on fair, workable GI policies moving forward. The most 
recent approval of the Danbo GI, despite a Codex standard for that product, dangerously 
undermines the integrity of the international standard setting process and the EU’s commitment to 
ensuring that Codex rules provide a level playing field for trade.  
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• The U.S. will stand firm with its trading partners that any new or renegotiated free trade 

agreements with the EU must preserve common food and beverage names. We will 
vigorously defend our market access rights with other countries. We will remind our trade 
partners of their World Trade Organization and Free Trade Agreement (FTA) commitments that 
prevent them from restricting the use of common commercial terms as a way to limit U.S. 
exports. In no other area of trade would the use of an FTA to intentionally hamper sales by 
competitors not party to the agreement be tolerated – it cannot be here either.  
 

• The U.S. will reject any attempt by the EU to erect competition-distorting GI policies here 
in the U.S. The EU is able to work through the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office to register good 
faith GIs. Indeed, terms like “Parmigiano Reggiano” are already registered; other applications 
that do not negatively impact generic names have similarly been approved, clearly demonstrating 
that the road to GI registration is alive and well in the U.S. trademark system. But of late, some 
Europeans have also attempted to register GIs for generic terms, which is unacceptable. It should 
be noted that while our system allows for the EU to trade its products here using generic names 
and legitimate GIs, we have no ability to sell some of our popular products that bear generic 
terms within the EU; we are the ones with the trade problem in this scenario, not them. 

 
Thank you for your consideration and continued attention to this issue. Please do not hesitate to contact us 
if you would like further information. We wish you safe travels and fruitful meetings in Europe.  
 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Jaime Castaneda 
Executive Director 
 


