COLLECTING MARKET INFORMATION ON

GOODS AND SERVICES
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The Council collects and analyses market
information concerning services and trades that impact on the
everyday life of consumers, enabling consumers to compare and spend
wisely. Information and opinions are tracked on a regular and systematic basis in
order to monitor long-term trends and identify any issues of concern.
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Topics of Market Surveillance

During the year, market surveillance was carried out on a wide range
of market sectors and commodities, including supermarket prices,
supermarket price labelling, laundry services, textbook prices and
travel related services. Consumers were informed of the choices
available and quality of the services provided’.

Groceries

Annual Supermarket Price Survey

In the year under review, the Council continued its annual
supermarket price survey on scan data of a basket of 200 top-
selling items of commodities sold in three major supermarket chains.
Compared with 2012, the aggregate average price of the basket
increased by 0.9% in 2013. Among the 12 categories of products,
eight recorded an upward trend with aggregate average increases
ranging from 0.04% to 6.8%. Prepacked bread/cake and dairy
products/eggs recorded the most significant increases of 6.8% and
4.6% respectively, exceeding the 2013 Composite Consumer Price
Index of 4.3%. Prices for the four remaining categories were down,
ranging from -0.1% to -1.2%.

In the sub-categories, analysis showed more than half (25 out of 42)
increased in price from 0.4% to 11%; the one product group with
double-digit increase was prepacked cake (11%). Other product
groups with notable price increases were cheese (7.5%), ice cream
(6.9%), juice/juice drinks (6.2%), yoghurt/yoghurt drinks (6.2%). On the
other hand, 16 product groups were down in average price from 0.1%
to 4.5%, notably, infant diapers (-4.5%), soya drinks (-3.8%), beer (-3.6%),
shampoo (-3.5%), children and adult milk powder (-3.2%). Prepacked
soup was the only product group remained unchanged in price.
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Supermarket Price Labelling

The Council study revealed that the problem
of displayed prices on the shelves at variance with
scanned prices at the checkout was not uncommon.
In a total of 21 purchases on 252 discounted
items from five supermarket chain outlets, price
variance was detected in nearly 60% of these
transactions. In the majority of those cases,
they were found to charge more, ranging from
HK$0.4 to HK$9.1, or 4.2% to as high as 90%.
Such price discrepancy was often unknown to
the consumers, could seriously undermine the
consumers’ right to an informed choice.

Price discount is a frequent tactic deployed by supermarkets to promote
sales. An examination of price tags of major chains revealed a common
price labelling practice known as ‘strike through price’ — a strike through
line to cross out the higher price on the price tag without specification
of what it is. Such price labelling practice was unclear and confusing
to consumers who could only assume that the higher price was the
original price prior to discount. The Council further examined the price
tags of 12 specific items in three retail outlets for 31 consecutive days. It
discovered that one retail outlet did not sell any survey items at the ‘strike
through price’ within the month.

Supermarket Price Watch

The Council has been collecting and displaying daily prices of
products from five on-line food stores/supermarkets. The efficiency
of the Council's Supermarket Price Watch website has been
enhanced allowing the number of items monitored by the website to
be raised from about 1,650 in February 2014 to about 1,850 in March
2015. New categories like bread flour, pet food and frozen seafood
were added. The monthly average number of page views of the
website was more than 147,000, representing a threefold increase
since its launch in 2008.

Laundry Services

Laundry Services and Clothing Care Labelling

Some 300 complaints on laundry services were brought to the
Council each year for resolution. The laundry care industry attributed
disputes largely to incorrect or misleading care labels on garments.
A study was conducted on the common practices of local laundry
services and regulations overseas on care labelling.

A majority of the laundry shops solely provide customer service
and subcontract orders to laundry factories. Laundry shops broadly
define their services as dry cleaning, wet cleaning, and wash-n-fold
on the price list. However limited information is given as to what
exactly would be provided under each service. The laundry factory
screens each fabric and exercises its discretion on the mode of
cleaning service. Under the current practice, unnecessary disputes
may arise if the factory makes its own judgement to provide service
which deviates from what the customer has explicitly requested.

The Council suggested that some form of regulation on care
labelling, with reference to successful overseas experiences be
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considered. A mandatory care labelling standard was shown to be
effective in informing consumers and launderers of appropriate
cleaning methods applied to garments, thus extending the useful
life of a product, allowing a consumer to be fully informed about the
potential maintenance costs at the time of purchase, and keeping
down the level of consumer complaints related to garment care.

Textbooks
Textbook Price Survey

For many years, the Council has been conducting textbook price
survey. The result has been useful reference for stakeholders. The
average increase in textbook prices was 3.7% in 2014. It was lower
than the rate of increase of the composite Consumer Price Index (CPI)
of 4.4% (for the 12 months ended May 2014 over the corresponding
period of last year).

Out of the 586 commonly used textbooks surveyed, 568 had their
prices increased from 0.5% to 5.6%; 18 remained unchanged;
while none recorded price decrease. By subject, senior secondary
Chemistry, senior secondary Combined Science and junior
secondary Geography were among the top 10% textbooks at the
high end of price increase.

The same average price increase of 3.7% was recorded for both
primary and secondary school textbooks. The former rose 0.5% while
the latter dropped 0.1% from the previous year.

Textbook Expenditure Survey

The Council recorded an average increase of 0.6% compared with the
previous year on textbook expenditure, after surveying 51 secondary
schools across Hong Kong. The expenditure amounted to an average
of HK$2,405 for secondary students. Textbook expenditure for the
primary sector based on 54 primary schools surveyed rose 3.2% on
average, amounting to an average sum of HK$2,385 this year.

The survey was conducted with the help of the Education Bureau.
It showed that the rise in textbook expenditures in both primary
and secondary sectors was lower than the latest composite CPI of
4.1% in Hong Kong. The moderate increase in secondary textbook
expenditure was attributed to the fact that the number of required
textbooks was reduced because the number of electives which
students have to take dropped from three to two as indicated by
most secondary schools in the survey; the use of learning materials
prepared by schools became more common this year; the discount
offered by bookstores remained largely unchanged at 5% for the
secondary sector. For the primary sector, the discount offered in
many cases was reduced by 1% to 5%.

Textbook Revision Survey

A revised textbook will make the one in use obsolete necessitating
the purchase of the new revised edition, adding to the already
heavy burden of parents on textbook spending. On this premise,
the Council conducts the Textbook Revision Survey annually by
enlisting the support of professional education experts as panelists
to examine whether editorial changes made (including changes in
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content, sequence of chapters, and layout and design) as found in
the sampled revised textbooks are necessary for effective teaching
and learning.

The survey this year covered five sets of 13 volumes of senior
secondary class textbooks comprising Liberal Studies, Chinese
History, Chemistry and Business, Accounting and Financial Studies.
Survey result showed that out of the 13 volumes, only one volume
was judged to be necessary for revision, the proportion was the
lowest in five years. The remainders were, however, not considered
totally warranted in their revision.

Travel Services

Package Tour Consumer Experience

The Council collected opinions of 2,514 tour members upon their
return to the Hong Kong International Airport from package
tours abroad during the Chinese New Year. A similar survey was
conducted ten years ago. Overall, the quality of service remained
rather stable over the ten year period between 2004 and 2014, with
slight improvement in some areas. In particular, the incidence of tour
cancellation or change requiring tour members to switch to other
tours or change the departure date on the grounds of purportedly
insufficient enrolment or unavailability of plane seats had declined
from 5% to 3%. Also, fewer respondents (from 0.9% to 0.5%) reported
the demand for additional fees and charges by the tour operators
after payment of tour prices in part or in full.

Nearly 70% of the respondents duly paid the exact amount of service
charge recommended by the travel agents. 75% of them considered
the amount to be reasonable, while 7% of them thought otherwise.
They resented the compulsory nature as well as the high level of
charge set for tipping without regard to the quality of service of tour
escorts and guides. Other areas of unfavourable comments from
tour respondents included the time spent on shopping activities
being alleged as too much; optional programmes at additional fees
arranged during the tour; and meals lacking in variety, quantity and
quality.

The Council opined that travel agents should draw attention of tour
members to the voluntary nature of service charge which was set
at the upper limit and as a recommendation for reference only. It
should be up to the consumers to decide whether or not to tip or
how much to tip. Such practice would encourage an improvement in
the standard of service.
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Budget Airline Services

The growth in budget airline
services in recent years brought with
it an upsurge of consumer complaints
to the Council. Top on the list of
consumer dissatisfaction concerned price

disputes. Equally significant was the level of
consumer dissatisfaction concerning flight delay, cancellation and
service quality.

To enhance consumer awareness, the Council conducted a market
survey on the Hong Kong Low Cost Carrier (LCC) industry focusing
on airline service charge and liability based on ten LCCs which
together share around 90% of the total passenger traffic in the Hong
Kong LCC market. Result of the study showed that the business
proposition between LCCs and the traditional full service carriers
(FSCs) are vastly different in nature as LCCs adopt a service-by-item
pricing approach. Unlike FSCs, a LCC ticket covers only the flight
and carry-on baggage service. Other services such as checked-in
baggage and in-flight services including food and beverages and
entertainment facilities are deemed to be paid items.

In the event of flight delay, cancellation, damaged or missing
baggage, the Montreal Convention stipulates that under non-
extraordinary circumstances (such as technical faults) which are
within airline’s control, air carriers have the obligation to compensate
or render assistance to passengers. Although the findings showed
that while most LCCs were in compliance they had satisfied only the
minimum requirements under the international conventions.

Noting the distinct expectation gaps between the service level
of the LCCs and the demand from consumers, practical tips were
offered to consumers to consider before placing their orders. The
Council also urged the industry to improve their quality of customer
service and communication with passengers especially in changing
flight schedules.
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