Interview Excerpts
At Aunt Heizi’s Home
Following a discussion about plastic pellet production

Aunt Heizi: I collect plastic pellets to make plastic bags, which are then sent downstream for blown film processing.

Teacher Liu: So essentially, Aunt Heizi’s place is a small workshop that handles the final step in the supply chain for a blown film and bag making factory. When the government moved to clamp down on these small operations, it was because the parent blown film factory was relocating to an industrial park—and it took all its downstream suppliers with it. Were there others besides you who did this kind of work?

Aunt Heizi: Yes, there were.

Teacher Liu: Quite a few, right? This form of production organization is really interesting. Back then, different links in the production chain were scattered across different villages.
This is actually how things were done in the Jiangsu and Zhejiang regions in the early days too—even a screw, a nut, and a bolt would be produced in two separate villages, then assembled together for export.
But let’s get back to you—after this, where did you go? Did you stop doing this work, and find other jobs elsewhere?

Aunt Heizi: My husband also went to work at a blown film and bag making factory—one that has all the proper permits. He’s working there now.

Teacher Liu: So you just stopped doing this business entirely?

Aunt Heizi: We stopped, yes.

Teacher Liu: So she stays home to take care of the kids and the household—her husband, son, and daughter-in-law.
Her daughter-in-law goes to work at one of the regular factories nearby, right? That’s how things went for your family?

Aunt Heizi: That’s right.

Classmate: So now there are no more small businesses like this blown film and bag making in the village? They’ve all been completely shut down or relocated?
I heard there was also a balloon factory here once, another small manufacturing operation.

Aunt Heizi: That’s in another village—Dapu Village.

Teacher Liu: Dapu Village, not this one. It’s either to the southwest or northwest of here.

Aunt Heizi: There’s also Zhengxi Longwan, a factory that specializes in assembling transformers.
We locals call it the ironworks—it’s a legitimate factory for transformer assembly.

Classmate: So it’s not like the old small workshops anymore, but there are still some manufacturing businesses here?

Aunt Heizi: There are still people doing blown film work, sure.
Whenever the government cracks down on these small operations, some people just move outside the village to keep doing it.

Classmate: So they don’t operate here anymore?

Aunt Heizi: The ones who got all the proper permits have been integrated into legitimate large factories.

Classmate: No more small individual workshops, then.

Aunt Heizi: Some moved away entirely, and keep running their businesses outside the village.

Classmate: Are there any small factories still operating in the village now, making anything at all? And what’s the main source of income for the village now?

Aunt Heizi: Any in the village?

Teacher Liu: There’s one factory on the east side with all the proper licenses and permits—it’s the only real manufacturing operation left in the village, I think. I still don’t quite know what they make there, though.

Aunt Heizi: Calcium powder. I think it’s an additive used in plastic production. When making plastic raw materials, for example, you add colorants to change the plastic’s color,
and adding calcium powder might make it more brittle—alters its hardness, that sort of thing. I’m not an expert, but that’s the gist of what calcium powder is used for here.
It’s a biodegradable type, too.

Teacher Liu: So do they make biodegradable plastic bags there, then? Maybe some kind of biodegradable plastic products?

Aunt Heizi: There are very few small businesses like this left now. There were tons back in the day—eight out of ten households in the village did this kind of work.

Teacher Liu: For example, they’d collect waste PVC plastic from elsewhere—you know, the kind that oozes oil when melted—
chop it up into small pieces, and then process it into plastic pellets.
Even these plastic bags we’re talking about can all be recycled into pellets.

Aunt Heizi: Exactly.

Teacher Liu: Plastic is actually a material that can be recycled seven to eight times. Starting from raw materials,
it’s collected, cleaned, re-pelletized, and made into new products—and this recycling process can repeat seven or eight times. Eventually, it becomes too contaminated with impurities to be reused, though.

Classmate: Is there any reed production or reed-related manufacturing in the village?

Aunt Heizi: All the reed-related businesses are in the Baiyangdian Lake area—there’s none here.

Teacher Liu: I’ll show you a big map when we get to the village committee later.
Reed is used directly, too—they just harvest it straight from Baiyangdian Lake, right? We even have reeds hanging from the ceiling in the yard we were just in. There are plenty of wild reeds growing in the fields and around the village here, too,
but the yield is not high enough for large-scale production. The main reed production and processing bases are in the villages near Dianbian in Xiong County and Anxin County.
You’ll see it clearly on the big map at the village committee. It’s about a 30-minute drive from here to Baiyangdian Lake, so there’s a bit of a distance. This area is divided into water villages and dry villages—this one is a dry village,
while water villages are basically small islands in the lake. There are also semi-water villages, and there’s even one village in Baiyangdian Lake that you can only reach by boat—no car access at all.
We’re short on time this trip, but if you’re interested, we can come back another time with Teacher Beike. Last time he was here, we took him to a reed processing factory in Renqiu City. It’s a bit far, to the south, and we didn’t make it to Anxin County that day either—
it’s a lot to run around to three different places.

Classmate: How did people first get into this kind of manufacturing work? How did they join this industrial chain in the first place?

Aunt Heizi: Through friends and relatives. For example, a relative of mine ran a blown film factory,
and we made plastic bags for them. Others got into it through friends too.

Classmate: So friends, relatives, and neighbors formed an entire upstream and downstream industrial chain together? A complete production system within the local community.

Teacher Liu: You can think of it this way—it was a profitable business,
and people naturally wanted to bring their loved ones in to make money with them. You’ll find this to be true when you start your own businesses someday: if you find a profitable opportunity,
your first thought is to team up with friends or relatives. When did your family first start this plastic bag business, anyway? Was it back in the 1980s? That early?

Aunt Heizi: The early 1990s—probably around 1992, I think.
It was after the Reform and Opening-up policy that we were able to start this factory.

Teacher Liu: I heard the early plastic pellet industry here started because of the oil drilling in the area—did the drilling produce some kind of plastic raw material or pellets? I know there’s a lot of plastic processing in Wen’an County to the east, too.

Classmate: Do people still grow crops here now?

Aunt Heizi: Just a little, for fun—everyone in the village just grows something in their spare time for enjoyment.

Classmate: We saw a lot of corn in that basket over there.

Teacher Liu: That corn isn’t hers. The corn at the square to the south is from a local villager.

Aunt Heizi: One villager grows it in the empty land around the tree ponds.

Teacher Liu: He’s basically a large-scale farmer here—he’s contracted a lot of land and hires people to farm it. He harvests the corn and sells it, but why is it all still here? Is it because the market price is too low right now, so he’s not selling it?

Aunt Heizi: The price is bad today, and he hasn’t found a buyer who’ll pay his asking price anyway.

Teacher Liu: So he says it’s not worth selling it right now.

Aunt Heizi: He’d have been better off selling it earlier, that’s for sure.

Teacher Liu: The price of corn drops the longer you hold onto it after harvest.
I honestly have no idea how much corn costs per catty these days—it really is hard to make money from farming, isn’t it?

Aunt Heizi: Farming is even harder now with the groundwater extraction ban.
Without groundwater for irrigation, you’re completely at the mercy of the weather. The crops wilt by noon every day because of the lack of water.

Teacher Liu: Farming has always been a case of relying on the weather for a good harvest. Did people here farm before they got into the blown film business? What did they grow? Wheat, I suppose?

Aunt Heizi: Wheat—just wheat. After harvesting the wheat, they’d plant corn, so two crops a year.

Teacher Liu: So it was very traditional farming.

Aunt Heizi: Some people also had vegetable greenhouses.
We ran greenhouses for several years ourselves.

Teacher Liu: Right here in this village?

Aunt Heizi: Yes.

Teacher Liu: In your hometown—so you’ve always lived in Hugezhuang?

Aunt Heizi: No. We moved to Hugezhuang later because we thought this place was a good spot for business.
Before that, my husband and I made clothes for a living, and we ran greenhouses for three or four years. But the prices for greenhouse crops were so low back then that we barely made any money.
And the soil was waterlogged—nothing would grow well, not even watermelons or wax gourds. We were young then, and we didn’t want to waste our time on farming that didn’t pay off.
So we contracted out our land to a professional farmer—we charged him a certain amount per mu—and stopped farming ourselves. He still farms the land now. We went out to work as laborers at first,
and later, my husband got into blown film processing. He said to me, “Let’s buy a couple of bag making machines,” and that’s how we started making plastic bags.

Teacher Liu: For example, in the same year, was the income from blown film and bag making about ten times what you made from farming?

Aunt Heizi: Roughly, yes—farming was terribly unprofitable. You could only make money from farming if a group of people pooled their land and contracted it out together.
If you farmed your small plot alone, with all the costs of water, fertilizer, seeds, and so on, you’d be lucky to break even in a year. That’s why everyone left the land to go work elsewhere.
If you contracted out your land for 500 yuan a mu, you might make 1,000 yuan a year from it at best.
But if you went out to work, you could make two or three thousand yuan a month—way better than farming. That’s why everyone contracted out their land and went to work in factories.

Teacher Liu: Relatively speaking, manufacturing does bring much higher per capita income than agriculture. And back then, they were only growing ordinary agricultural products anyway.

Aunt Heizi: You can make money from farming only if you have a large area of land to cultivate.

Teacher Liu: That’s what economists call economies of scale. Once you reach a certain scale, a lot of your input costs are reduced.

Aunt Heizi: Besides, the state now supports large-scale farming—they give subsidies for buying farming tools and agricultural machinery, for example.
And there’s better irrigation support for large-scale farmland too.

Teacher Liu: China’s social structure is aging overall, but this village is different from the traditional hollow villages or left-behind villages we hear about.
Because there are factories nearby, people can work there during the day and go back home at night, or on weekends. Some even work in the county seat on weekdays and come back to the village for the weekends.
It’s not like in Jiangxi or Sichuan provinces, where people leave home to work for half a year or a whole year at a time. Here, people can find jobs close to home.

Aunt Heizi: They leave for work in the morning, come back for lunch at noon,
and then go home again after work in the evening—usually around six or seven o’clock. The elderly and children are always at home,
and the whole family is together every day. I even cook extra food at lunchtime for the family members who work outside—so they can eat when they get back home.

Teacher Liu: So the labor force here lives a life similar to migrant workers in Beijing, in a way—they leave early for the factory,
come back for lunch and a rest, then go back to work in the afternoon. The only difference is that in Beijing, people have fixed weekends off as statutory holidays,
whereas here, people might only get two or four days off a month, and they take leave as they need it—very flexible. Also, most of them don’t have the five social insurances and one housing fund that urban workers get.
So the work here is less standardized than in a city like Beijing, but the income is still pretty good.
Aunt Heizi, do you still have any photos of your family’s factory from back then?

Aunt Heizi: I lost all the photos when I changed my phone—I can’t find them anywhere.

Teacher Liu: Hers was one of the first families in the village told to stop their small factory operation, and they moved out very early.

Aunt Heizi: Yes, I was among the first to relocate.

Teacher Liu: So you were quite supportive of the village committee’s work on industrial regulation.

Aunt Heizi: It was right after the Xin District was established—2017, I think.

Teacher Liu: Did the government crack down on these small factories immediately after the district was founded in 2017?

Aunt Heizi: It was in late 2017, between April 2017 and 2018—definitely the second half of 2017.

Teacher Liu: But there’s another big change here: the road to the south of your house, where we just walked, was all dirt back then, right? You can’t even imagine how bad the roads in the village used to be—all dirt roads,
which turned into a sea of mud when it rained.

Aunt Heizi: It was terrible. We had to haul gravel ourselves to fill in the ruts just to get out of the village. When it rained, we couldn’t leave the house at all for an entire day.

Teacher Liu: I wonder if there are any photos of the old roads. The village roads were really in a terrible state back then.

Aunt Heizi: The village committee should have some photos.

Teacher Liu: I hope so—we’ll check there.

Aunt Heizi: They must have old photos, though I’ve never seen them myself.

Teacher Liu: I’ll ask them later. But there are two sides to these changes: on one hand, after the Xin District was established, many families who ran small factories at home and lived a comfortable life
were affected by the industrial regulation policies. On the other hand, the surrounding environment of the village has really improved a lot—new roads have been built, parks have been developed,
and people’s quality of life has gone up. Now, every evening after sunset, you’ll see groups of elderly villagers walking south to take a stroll. The quality of their leisure life has definitely improved.
The environment is so much better now.

Aunt Heizi: Yes, all the roads have been paved and fixed up nicely.

Teacher Liu: There are street lamps on all the roads at night too—this is already a great improvement in rural infrastructure. Another big change I’ve noticed is in education.
I’ve been living here for about three or four years, and I’ve met a lot of young people. Back when there were many factories around,
they didn’t value education much—most only finished junior high school, right?

Aunt Heizi: They’d go straight to work after junior high, because jobs in the factories were easy to find and there was a shortage of labor.

Teacher Liu: Now people are starting to pay a lot more attention to their children’s education.
They’re willing to spend money on after-school classes for the kids, to let them study more and take the college entrance exam. We’ll pass the village primary school in a bit—it’s closed today because it’s Saturday,
but on weekdays, starting at around 11 or 12 noon, you’ll see parents waiting at the gate to pick up their kids. In many ways, the lifestyle here is now similar to that in cities. Even online shopping is popular—you’ll see a lot of takeout orders at the supermarket later.
With online shopping and these other changes, this is no longer a traditional agricultural village.


