
It’s a trend-some would say a threat-that
touches a pungent symbol of French
culinary pride: Sales of camembert, the

Normandy specialty that has long graced
cheese platters, are set to be eclipsed by
an import, Italian mozzarella. The two are
not exactly rivals, the first savored on its
own, while the latter is used mainly in sal-
ads, pizzas and pasta dishes. But
camembert’s fading popularity is forcing
France to recognize that its cheese
tastes and traditions are changing.
“Camembert is suffering because it’s con-
sidered old-fashioned and lower class,
while mozza has caught on with young
people,” said Mike Bija, who runs La
Cremiere du 17, a stylish cheese bar in a
cool corner of Paris.

Alongside glasses of wine, he offers a
traditional raw-milk camembert, but also
a milder version made from Italian buffalo
milk-what once would have been a
heresy. “Camembert is an adventure, it’s
a demanding, strong-flavored product,”
said his partner, Sakina Merazga. Sales
of the white discs slumped by 11 percent
in the five years to 2020, to 48,000 tons a
year-the only decline among the top five
French cheeses, according to the agricul-
ture ministry. Mozzarella sales mean-
while jumped 62 percent over the period,
to nearly 38 thousand tons, and show no
sign of slowing. “Mozzarella sales are
soon going to surpass those of camem-
bert,” the consumer research firm Nielsen
wrote in a recent study.

Modern times 
Weighing heavily is the lost tradition of

laying out an array of cheeses at the end
of every meal, something now reserved
for dinner parties or celebrations. “My
parents used to eat it after both lunch and
dinner,” said Emilie Flechard, whose fam-
ily owns Fromagerie Gillot, France’s

largest independent maker of raw-milk
camembert, in the village of Saint-Hilaire-
de-Briouze. “Myself, I never eat cheese
after a meal, except when I invite guests
over,” she said, as employees ladled curd
into molds, a process repeated at strict
intervals five times over a day to make
each cheese. The shift also reflects
changing shopping habits, with most
people now buying their cheese in super-
markets that mainly stock mass-market
brands.

A quaint neighborhood cheese shop,
ageing pricier products in-house, is large-
ly a thing of the past-only three percent of
French cheese sales are at specialty
shops or market stalls, the ministry says.
Families, meanwhile, are getting smaller,
and many don’t want to buy a whole
camembert that will ripen quickly in the
fridge once cut open. There are two
types of camembert, telling two very dif-
ferent stories.

Quantity vs quality 
The vast majority of camembert is

made with pasteurized milk by dairy
giants like Lactalis, the market behemoth
with brands such as President. It was
one of the first mass-produced, widely
accessible French cheeses, and as a
result the emblem of France’s wine-
bread-cheese triptych. But because of its
milder if not bland flavor and a texture at
times described as chalky or gooey, the
French have begun to turn up their
noses. “In a way, camembert is like the
baguette, which was highly industrialized
in the second half of the 20th century,
becoming a bland, tasteless bread,” said
Loic Bienassis, a researcher at the
European Institute for the History and
Cultures of Food in Tours, France. The
decline in sales, part, “is the price of its
success,” he said.

But demand is brisk for the more fla-
vorsome raw-milk originals made by
Gillot and around a dozen other produc-
ers under the strict Camembert de
Normandie appellation (AOP). Sales of
AOP camembert, which requires milk
from grass-fed Normande cows, make
up less than 10 percent of the overall
market, but they are rising fast-over 24
million were sold in 2020, a 20 percent
jump over the past six years. Gillot is
investing 25 million euros ($29 million) to
upgrade its site to meet demand, and
now also sells smaller camemberts tar-
geting today’s smaller households. “We
believe in a future of more higher-quality
products. People are going to eat less,
but better,” Flechard said. — AFP

From his perch 400 kilometers above Earth, French
astronaut Thomas Pesquet has had a unique per-
spective on the climate-fuelled natural disasters that

have swept the planet over the past six months. Pesquet
recently finished up his second mission at the
International Space Station, an experience that made him
appreciate Earth’s fragility like never before. He spoke to
AFP ahead of the UN climate summit kicking off on
October 31, sharing his hopes and fears for the planet.

What images strike you the most? 
The massive storms, and the forest fires. I have never

seen anything like it, incredibly huge fires with plumes of
smoke visible from space for days and days. It was strik-
ing to think about the energy it gave off and the damage
it caused for people unfortunate enough to be in its path.
We had never seen so many extremely impressive tropi-
cal storms-you could practically see into the eye of the
cyclone. They’re walls of clouds with phenomenal power,
coming more and more often and causing more and
more destruction.

Does the Earth seem fragile? 
Yes, absolutely. Seeing the planet from the window of

your space craft makes you think. You only have to see it
once: you can spend two days in space and just getting
that distance, seeing the fragility of the atmosphere, that
thin bubble that makes life possible in the vacuum of
space, that incredible oasis-it changes your life. 

When you see changes over the long term-some-
times you need more than five years to see it-you can’t
help but feel concerned. That’s why I became an ambas-
sador for the (UN’s) Food and Agriculture Organization,
and an advocate for many environmental causes.

What worries you the most? 
The idea that we might not succeed in reaching an

agreement at an international level, and that economic
concerns dominate over environmental ones. It’s a com-
pletely short-sighted approach. Over the long-term, profits
are directly threatened by climate change. When you see
the Great Barrier Reef not included on the list of endan-
gered sites because of Australian government pressure,
you think the priorities are wrong and we’re in trouble. The
first thing to do is listen to the experts who have dedicated
their lives to providing solutions on a local, regional, nation-
al and global level. We have to try to put solutions in place.
The most urgent task at hand is to decarbonize. You have
to prioritize renewables and carbon-free energy. And that
takes restrictive measures and international commitments
for which countries can be held accountable. That’s what
COP26 is all about.—AFP 
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This file photo shows different packs of raw cow’s milk ‘Camembert de Normandie’ French cheese at the opening day of the 57th
International Agriculture Fair at the Porte de Versailles exhibition center in Paris. — AFP photos

In this file photo an employee packs
camembert cheeses in an haloir of
the cheese factory at the Fromagerie
Durand in the Normandy’s village of
Camembert, northwestern France.
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