The Importance of Being Defined 
Whether it is a cheese tasting event or a group of cheese makers having a beer after work, the subject of how "artisan" cheese is defined or "what makes a cheese artisan" can make for a spirited debate.
And being defined –in an official sense-is very important.  The definition can serve as a form of shorthand for consumers.  It can tell a consumer a great deal about how the cheese was likely made and what is in the cheese—without having to investigate it’s background. And it helps policy makers direct initiatives at a clearly identified industry segment.  

First off, in Ontario, Quebec, and for Stats Canada, there is no official category called artisan cheese. The United States also does not have an official definition.  However,  several other countries do have definitions and within the industry here, there are some generally accepted definitions. So here goes!

· Farmstead Cheese:  Cheese made from farmer’s own milk, mostly by hand, on farm, and with respect for tradition.  Often, the cheese house is next to the milk house. No standardization of milk. No modified milk ingredients.  Very low volumes produced.  Still, methods may vary (i.e.: some farmstead operations age cheese in plastic in a cooler).
· Artisan Cheese: Cheese made mostly by hand in larger but modest quantities while still respecting age-old cheese making traditions. Artisan cheese is made with milk from neighboring farms and carefully monitored herds, with the hands on involvement of the cheese maker. Cannot be fully mechanized.  Cheese not sealed in plastic, and not aged in plastic. Should have natural protective rind. Milk is not standardized and no modified milk ingredients or “fillers” added. 
· Specialty Cheese: Cheese which may be produced with mechanical aids replacing most human labour and made from milk of many farms (neighboring or not), usually in high volume, but with superior flavour, variety and distinction. May or may not be made with MMI or other additives.  Many specialty cheeses these days are made by industrial methods. 
· Regional Product: A product or its main components that come from a clearly-defined, homogeneous region with characteristics that make it significantly different from products of the same nature due to the distinctive character of the region.

· Industrial:  A product made by large companies derived by industrialized production methods and where raw materials can come from local and/or global sources. These cheese makers often focused price competition driven by world prices and export markets. Aged usually in plastic or, aged taste is developed adding “aged” flavorings. 

So next time you are out buying a cheese, make sure you watch for labels like farmstead, fermier, or artisan.  And also make sure to look at the list of ingredients. If modified milk ingredients are at all on the list, the cheese, even though it might have a beautiful picture of a farmer on the label, it may be a good tasting cheese but it is not truly farmstead of artisan in nature! 
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