Collecting Market Information
on Services and Products

Il

WHY THIS IS IMPORTANT

Hong Kong has developed into a service-oriented economy
and consumers need information on a wide range of services.
The Council conducts opinion surveys, market surveys and
price surveys to collect information on services for the benefit
of consumers.

Furthermore, the Council has, for many years, collected on
a regular and systematic basis the prices of supermarket
products and textbooks which are necessary goods for
consumers, in order to monitor long term trends and identify
issues of concern, if any, arising therefrom.

WHAT WE HAVE DONE
Banking and Finance
Beware of the Risks of Prepayment for Online

Group Purchases
Consumers have embraced online group-buying for discounts

on products and services but consumers are cautioned about

the prepayment risks involved.

The Council examined online group purchase services and
found that the online shoppers could be left vulnerable once
the website operators fail to pay the merchant and run out
of business, as the protection offered to consumers by these
websites was scanty. Most of these website operators did not
offer warranty or money-back guarantee of any kind in case the
website goes out of business. In some cases, consumers were
likely to face higher risks as the exemption clauses imposed by
the websites specified clearly that the operators would accept no

responsibility for loss caused by inaccurate information or errors.

Since there are no territorial limits to the operation of group-
buying websites, and websites accessible to local shoppers
may not necessarily have business registration in Hong Kong,
consumers may have difficulty getting in touch with the website

operator, or in pursuing legal action if problems arise.
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In the study, consumers were advised to evaluate the reliability
and credibility of a website, ensure online payments are made

safely and read the redemption instructions carefully.

The Council conducted a survey on dual currency and RMB
credit cards. The study covered eight dual currency cards
issued by seven card issuers and revealed that the related
borrowing costs could be expensive. The interest rate of retail
purchase among the cards could vary from the annualised
percentage rate (APR) of 16.08% to 34.49%. The interest rates
of cash advance in Hong Kong Dollars varied from 22.98%
to 36.76%, while for the cash advance in Renminbi, the APR
ranged from 20.53% to 37.52% plus a handling fee ranging
from 3% to 4% of the loan.

Meanwhile, the Council had also surveyed six Renminbi
credit cards, which could only be used on the Mainland. All of
them provided an annual fee waiver, for the first one to three
years, with the maiority (five Renminbi credit cards) carrying a
borrowing rate of APR exceeding 30%. The APR on the defaulted
minimum payment of retail purchase or cash advance payment
might be up to a maximum of 42.58% and 44.73% respectively.

In the report, consumers were advised that in case of card
loss in Mainland Ching, card owners should report to the card
centre immediately, instead of reporting to the Mainland bank
or the Mainland branch of Hong Kong banks.

The Council conducted an annual survey on tax loans which
covered 20 banks and financial institutions. The survey revealed
that there was an upward trend in the annual percentage rates
(APR). The rates quoted for ordinary customers rebounded to
2.31% 10 10.81% in 2011, up from the record low of 1.75% t0 9.76%
in 2010. For instance, the average APR for a $5,000 loan climbed
0.63% to 5.14%, and for a $500,000 loan, the average APR rose
0.58% to 3.62%. Preferential customers or customers who used
specific banking services might enjoy a better rate from 1.45% to
4.38% for a $500,000 loan compared to an APR 2.31% to 6.30%

for general customers.

In the report, consumers were suggested to shop around,
read carefully the terms of tax loan schemes and compare the

interest rate in terms of APRs for the best possible deal.
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Daily Living

In the year under report, the Council continued its annual
supermarket price survey on scan data of a basket of 200
items of commodities sold in three supermarket chains. The
aggregate average price of the basket increased by 1.7% in
2010 compared to 2009. The findings showed that amongst
the 12 categories of products, the prices for six categories,
namely, milk powder / baby products & food, dairy food
/ eggs, candies / snacks, bread / cakes, hot drinks and
alcoholic drinks increased by 0.2% to 8.7% in average prices
respectively when compared to 2009. On the other hand,
prices for the six remaining categories were down, ranging
from -0.05% to -5.3%. They included canned food / prepacked
soup, beverages, personal care products, staple food, non-

staple food / sauces and paper/household cleaning.

According to the Council’s annual survey on the price of
commonly used school textbooks, the average increases on
secondary and primary textbooks of the year were 3.8% and
4.3% respectively. The Council observed that while the issue
of de-bundling of textbooks, teaching resources and learning
materials had been discussed for quite a while, only a small
number of textbooks listed in the Recommended Textbook List
published by the Education Bureau offered independent prices
for the textbooks and the related teaching resources. The
Council is extremely disappointed at the slow progress made
by the textbook publishers.

On the other hand, the average expenditure of primary school
and secondary school textbooks this year increased 4.1% and
decreased 3.5% respectively when compared with that of the
previous year. The average textbook expenditures were $2,110
and $1,862 for primary and secondary schools respectively.
The survey found that some primary schools had adopted
electronic textbooks in Computer Literacy which costed less
compared to the printed textbooks. In the secondary sector,
a substantial drop of nearly 40% was found in the average
expenditure of Form 6 (Senior Secondary 3) students, which
substantially reduced the average textbook expenditure for
secondary schools. The big drop was due to the fact that Form
6 became the last year of secondary education in the new
academic structure, while in the past Form 6 had been the
first year of Matriculation studies which required purchasing a

large quantity of textbooks.
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In a survey on data roaming charges in eight countries / areas
by six local service providers, the Council discovered that, even
for the same country, tariffs might vary among operators. While
local service providers might charge the same unit-based
price, the bills might turn out differently as the minimum charge
units as well as the charge units thereafter vary among service
providers. Unexpected charges might also arise when the
roaming network was automatically switched over to another
one when coverage of the chosen network was not available.

All six local service providers surveyed in the study provided
data roaming day passes, but these so-called unlimited day
passes could have restrictions on the amount and types of
data use. It was found that the Fair Usage Policy (FUP) was
also applicable to the day passes, consumers might face
suspension or restriction of the unlimited roaming service if
the data roaming usage of the consumer was considered
unacceptable. Given the limitations of these passes, the Council
called on the service providers to amend the term ‘unlimited’
as it deviated from consumer expectations and might give
rise to consumer disputes. Consumers were advised to check
with the service providers the charges, terms and conditions
for data roaming before departure. They may also consider
buying a prepaid SIM card for the country to which they
are traveling. If their Hong Kong based SIM cards are used
overseas, consumers may minimise the chance of getting a bill
shock by turning off the automatic update checking when it is
not necessary, make sure the phone is not switched to GPRS
or 3G services when using free Wi-Fi for data roaming, and set
the network selection o a manual setting to avoid automatic

switching to a network which charges more for roaming data.

The Council's opinion survey covering 1202 respondents on
house removal service operators showed that 61.3% of the
respondents had cited reasonable charges as the major factor
when choosing removal companies. As such, consumers were
advised to acquire quotes from different removal companies
for comparison and to invite the suitable company to conduct
on-site inspection and ask for a written quotation. Since 36.4%
of the respondents did not ask for receipts from the removal
companies and some of them regarded written quotations as
sufficient as receipts, the Council advised consumers in using

house removal service should always ask for a receipt after the
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completion of the service as a written quotation is not a proof
of payment. While more than 80% of respondents tipped the
workers, some respondents encountered workers complaining
that the removal fee was too low and therefore had to tip
the workers. On this, consumers were advised fo be alert for
exceptional low service fee quoted by moving companies as
their workers tend to demand more tips. The Council considers
that the service fee should include all the remuneration for the
workers, and removal companies should not assume tipping
as part of their workers’ income. Five removal companies with
sufficient number of respondents were compared on whether
their service fees and tipping policy were reasonable, the

carefulness, efficiency and manner of their movers.

The Council conducted a survey on maternity packages offered
by 10 private hospitals. The survey revealed that charges for
maternity packages offered by nine private hospitals, including
items for maternal and baby care, increased substantially from
May 2010 to November 2011. The maximum increase was
almost 50%. Seven private hospitals adjusted their charges
upward in 2011 while another two hospitals would increase
the relevant prices in January and April 2012. Only one hospital

had kept the package prices unchanged.

As compared with the survey conducted by the Council in
2010, the latest survey showed that the surge in prices for
normal delivery (covering baby care) for local mothers varies
from 6.5% to 48.9%, while caesarean section packages
(covering baby care) have gone up from 2.8% to 45.4%,
basing on the same room type and length of hospital stay.
Some usual medical treatments during delivery of the babies
were not included in the maternity packages in some private
hospitals. Extra payments may be collected on items such as
spouse attendance at time of delivery or caesarian section;
fetal heart monitoring during labour; forceps delivery or
vacuum extraction; or epidural analgesia during labour, etc.
Furthermore, most private hospitals would impose a surcharge
in different time slots for the use of the operation theatre in
emergency situations, and for caesarean section at specific

time (e.g. weekdays/weekends, regular/non-regular hours).

The Council urged all private hospitals to state clearly and in
detail the terms of service in their maternity packages, so that

consumers could better prepare their budget.
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The Council published a report on the corporate social responsibility
(CSR) performance of jeans brands and manufacturers. In the survey
coordinated by the International Consumer Research & Testing
(ICRT), 15 international jeans brands and jeans manufacturers of
chain store brands were invited to take part. Some factories in

Bangladesh, Ching, ltaly, Morocco, Pakistan and Turkey were visited.

The study found that performance was unsatisfactory in the
categories of ‘Health & Safety’ and ‘Decent Hours of Work'’
and most of the production sites performed poorly in pollution
reduction measures. The study also looked into safety
measures adopted by manufacturers during sandblasting
process in which jeans are sprayed with sand to create a used
and old look. It found that sandblasting was carried out in
three production sites and one of the production sites practised
manual sandblasting. The workers had low awareness of
the health and safety risks of such work process and there
was no air quality monitoring in the facility. The report urged
manufacturers and consumers to be aware of the health risks

of traditional sandblasting process.

The Consumer Council continued to enhance price
transparency of food and daily necessities through various
price surveillance initiatives.

The Council continued to conduct its weekly price surveys and
closely monitored a basket of 40 fast consuming goods and
commodities at different retail outlets, including chained stores
such as supermarkets and personal care stores, and individual
stores such as drugstores and grocery stores. Five fresh food
items from wet markets and major supermarket chains were
also included in the survey for reference of consumers. Results
of the surveys were enhanced with various discount analysis.
Furthermore, observable trends found among outlets and

pricing abnormalities were analysed.

Since 2008, Supermarket Pricewatch has been disseminating
daily prices of products from four online supermarkets. In 2011,
the efficiency of our website was further improved resulting in
the further expansion of items being monitored by the website.
The number of items was raised from about 800 in January
2011 to about 1 300 in February 2012. A simplified Chinese
version of the website, catering for the needs of tourists from

the Mainland, was implemented in the second half of 2011.
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