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	Those tasty little mid-autumn tidbits have assumed a whole new meaning
Capitalism is coming to the mooncake, and not everybody is happy about it. These must-have festival pastries, essential for family reunions during the Mid-Autumn Festival on the 15th day of the eighth month of the lunar calendar, appear to be changing - not only their traditional taste but their packaging, their ingredients and their symbolism.
Mooncake problems are a recurring focus of public anger on the mainland during the Mid-Autumn Festival season and though mooncake-giving time ended on Wednesday this year, they are still in the news.

A primary concern is how mooncake producers dispose of their unsold products. They are liable to turn up in next year's mooncake tins. In 2001, as sales of mooncakes peaked ahead of the festival, state television aired a report alleging Nanjing Guanshengyuan, famous for its mooncakes for hundreds of years, used part of the previous year's mooncakes in fresh pastry.

The Nanjing-based firm denied any wrongdoing despite footage from a hidden camera showing just the opposite. Customers immediately turned their backs on Guanshengyuan. The company was forced to submit a bankruptcy petition to the high court in early 2002, citing increasing debts and bad management.

Sales of mooncakes on the mainland generally suffered that year. Since then, customers have become pickier. This year, mainland customers wanted Hong Kong-made mooncakes, despite the fact that they were much more expensive than mainland brands.

Another major public concern is the "heavenly price'' of mooncakes. 


 In Kunming, Yunnan's provincial capital, reportedly the most expensive mooncake sold this year for 318,888 yuan (HK$300,488) per box. The box included an ownership certificate for a 300,000-yuan flat, with some luxury gifts thrown in.


 In the Tibetan capital Lhasa, the record price for a box of mooncakes this year was 180,000 yuan. It included a 297-gram pure gold statue of Buddha.


 In Tianjin, a mooncake box was priced at 99,999 yuan and contained a mooncake made of 500 grams of gold.

All such expensive mooncakes are priced with the lucky numbers of three, eight or nine, numbers which, spoken aloud, sounds like the words for life, fortune and eternity.

"Cheaper'' mooncakes, boasting shark's fin or dried abalone in the filling and which were priced at thousands of yuan for a box, were seen everywhere across the country this year.

China's mooncake market, estimated to be worth 10 billion yuan a year, is highly competitive. Given this, it is natural for makers to try to add value to win market share. But the prices seem to have gone higher than the sky.

Who buys them? Perhaps newly rich mainlanders fancy these golden tidbits to show off their wealth. 

But mainland officials reasonably suspect that such heavenly priced mooncakes often are specifically given as bribes.

The tradition of eating and giving mooncakes to relatives and friends can be traced back to the Tang Dynasty more than 1,000 years ago. 

The tradition these days, however, has evolved into a great opportunity for a little under-the-counter wealth distribution. It is normal for officials to accept mooncakes during the festival, but mooncakes heading in official directions have become heavier and more valuable each year. As a result, "mooncake corruption'' now has become a modern term in the Chinese language.

China's consumers were also upset this year by the increasingly luxurious packaging of mooncake boxes. 

According to China Business Times, mooncake manufacturers spent three billion yuan packaging their products this year. So when customers bought mooncake boxes this year, more than 30 per cent of the price paid was for the packaging. Now there are calls on the mainland for the government to outlaw excessive packaging of mooncakes and other commercial goods. Consumer advocates say overpackaging not only hurts consumer interests but also increases environmental pollution.

A recent commentary in the official China Daily accused mooncake manufacturers of using hype to exploit the cultural need to save face when giving gifts. 

Even some who are profiting from the mooncake boom seem squeamish about what has happened to the cultural symbolism.

Bi Guocai, general manager for a Beijing bakery chain, reportedly said: "I am against this way of selling mooncakes. Mooncakes are a symbol. They bring people together. Now it's not a simple product any more. It's a luxury product. So it's a big waste. Mooncakes have lost their symbolism.''

Wu Zhong is China business editor of The Standard
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New words learned:

Tidbits = rarely
Abalone = a kind of seafood

Comments:

Before I read this article, I never know mooncake is so expensive. And it can use to corruption. It seems the mooncke lost it symbolism nowadays. People use it to show off their wealth and they tried to use it to gain some benefits but not sharing the happiness. I think the China government should make some laws to control this. Otherwise, the corruption in China will be more serious.
Also, the pollution is very serious too. Every year, the mooncakes products lot of rubbish and it’s harm to our earth. I think China should hold some activities like Hong Kong, such as the mooncake box return activities. Or ask the mooncake producer don’t pack in the plastic fork and knife, use the recycle materials for packing……etc.

Mid-autumn is a festival which share our happiness to each others. It shouldn’t become our corruption day or pollution day. I hope the people can remember its original meaning.
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