COLLECTING MARKET INFORMATION ON

GOODS AND SERVICES

BEBEmMMRB RN IHE

The Council collects and analyses market information on trade and services

impacting the everyday lives of consumers. Information and opinions are
tracked on a regular and systematic basis in order to monitor long-term trends
and identify any issues of concern. Outcomes are then disseminated to the

public to facilitate informed comparisons and wise consumer spending.
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Topics of Market Surveillance

Everyone is a consumer. Well informed and empowered consumers
can help drive a smart, sustainable and inclusive economy. During the
year under review, market surveillance in key consumption aspects
with high concerns were carried out across a wide range of topics,
service sectors and commodities, including supermarket prices on
daily necessities, online fresh food retail, textbook prices for school
children, ways to protect internet privacy in the Big Data Age, travel-related
services and overseas transaction fees of credit cards, advice on
mini-warehouse services, private elderly home services for the aged and
so many more. Consumers were kept abreast of the choices available and
important tips to make rational and smart choices™.

Elderly Care
Private Elderly Care Home

Hong Kong’s ageing population is creating increasing
demand for residential care homes for the elderly.
After reviewing the service information of 85 local,
privately run residential care homes for the elderly
(“elderly homes”), the Council found wide variations
in the basic monthly fees charged - from HKS4,500
to HK$21,000. On top of an initial administrative
fee, additional fees were charged for items such
as outpatient escort services, diapers, electricity,
and toilet paper. Medical services such as wound
cleaning, blood glucose testing and medical check-ups
also incurred additional charges, the difference of
which varied from one establishment to another
anywhere between twice to as high as nine times. Service levels also varied,
as evidenced by diaper changing and bathing frequencies. All these extra
charge could add up to a fee beyond the expectations of consumers. The
Council reminded consumers to check details of all charges, and to choose
an elderly home that meets the needs of their elderly family members. If
possible, bring them for a visit to choose the most suitable one.

miBRERRS

ANBRHEEE Bl ARMKEENEES
BMRESEDL AFENERRNNKLE - F
N AEHTHE LEXEINEREERBET
ER BERSRARNER TENER BE
BHEBEELERER WLITBHERA
BEFNZER KREBERAREBZLRE K
BHREARBRERATEIRRTFEE RKFER
B RERERERES REMNENEGHHE
ERBMEUREHS LRARNERRRSE

REEIE

BEEAOZEERERSRBFR
ANEIBIMN-AERESSHARERE
GRIRBER BEEAREEBE
R HBE4500TEHE®E21,000
TAF - RYBRITHRES LIEM
ENFRINMEC BIAIERE KA
£ BE AMF B BEEBEN
ER - MBERGO -RMENSER
ENBMNRE EEMEARIEE
BREEIE - Br & ATIR ORI KF
TB TR - BN bR R 8 R se 08
REBF -FrEBEINERNBNTES
BHHEBEMRY -ASRBEHES
ARBATANEMES TRRPRENERSFE
BEEGRSER -MRBEAFA BEAFTRAREE
MERRERBENLERS

10 See Appendix 8 for the list of surveys and service study reports published during 2015-16. #2015-16FEAHmKIAE MM ERE —ExR RIEN -

36



37

Groceries
Annual Supermarket Price Survey

In the year under review, the Council continued its annual supermarket
price survey of a basket of 200 top-selling items sold in three major
supermarket chains. Compared with 2013, the aggregate average price
of the basket increased by 1.8% in 2014. Among the 13 categories
of products, nine recorded an upward trend with aggregate average
increases ranging from 0.045% to 6.7%.

Hot / powdered drinks and dairy products / eggs recorded the most
significant increases of 6.7% and 4.9% respectively, exceeding the 2014
Composite Consumer Price Index of 4.4%. Aggregate average prices for
three categories decreased by 0.1% to 3.5%. One category remained
unchanged in aggregate average price.

In the 45 sub-categories, analysis showed 34 product groups increased
in aggregate average prices from between 0.2% to 15.2%. Two product
groups showed double-digit increases - evaporated/condensed milk —
up by 15.2%; and butter / margarine, which increased by 11.4%. Other
product groups with notable price increases were nutritional powder
(9.7%); juice / juice drinks (8.9%); and instant coffee (8.7%). On the
other hand, 10 product groups decreased in aggregate average prices
by 0.2% to 6.4%, notably, edible oils (-6.4%), prepackaged cake (-4.4%)
and carbonated drinks (-4.1%). Pet food was the only product group
remained unchanged in aggregate average price.

Online Price Watch

The Council collects daily prices of products from online food stores /
supermarkets for displays on its Online Price Watch website which has
been improved to include new sub-categories of products. In March 2016,
information from a health and beauty chain store was added. The
incorporation of the new retailer chain and system
optimisation during the year under review saw the
total number of items monitored increasing from
1,850 to about 2,000. The website’s average
number of unique visitors per month increased
from approximately 25,500 to 27,900. A majority of
these visitors came from the Greater China Region
including Hong Kong (70%), the Mainland (15%) and
Taiwan (5%). Among many product categories, the
most viewed categories covered Infant and Follow-up
Formula Milk Powder, Baby Care Products and Chocolates.

Online Services

Online Shopping for Fresh Foods

Purchasing fresh foods online is growing in popularity. The Council studied
the food categories, terms of service and delivery arrangements of more
than 40 local online fresh food retailers and conducted a small-scale trial
order of some chilled or frozen food requiring low-temperature storage from
eight of them. Of the 40-plus online retailers surveyed, some claimed to
possess a “Food Factory Licence” or “Food Factory Environmental Hygiene
Licence”, others claimed to be food importers and / or distributors whilst
the rest-did not provide any information on whether they held any relevant
licences or permissions. It was difficult for consumers to confirm if the online
retailers had obtained the necessary licences, permissions or registrations.
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In the trial order of raw oysters, sashimi, frozen and cold food items
from eight online retailers, one retailor failed to seal their sashimi
properly and signs of defrosting were observed in their fruit sorbets.
As for the other seven online retailers, four of the deliveries arrived
in good condition and without obvious signs of defrosting, but in the
other three deliveries some of the frozen meats had begun to defrost.

Out of the more than 40 online retailers studied, only 11 clearly stated
their chilling / freezing arrangement for deliveries. Setting aside the
original quality of the products themselves, the packaging and delivery
process through to temperature control during transportation can
adversely affect the quality and condition of the product upon delivery
and exposing them to risks of contamination or deterioration. The
Council is glad to see that the Government took immediate actions to
introduce new legislation to regulate selling fresh food online.

Internet Privacy

As communication technologies become part of our lives, complaints
related to privacy also increased.

On this premise, the Council conducted a study into how personal data
is collected online with the aim of educating consumers on how to
best protect their privacy from misuse whilst enjoying the convenience
of the internet. Personal data can be collected and used by traders in
the following ways:

Social media network activities - using tracking technology devices,
traders can track and trace user’s personal information and surfing
habits;

Membership registrations - traders formulate sales and promotion
strategies based on data collected from members;

Quiz games / market surveys - typically prizes are offered to attract
users to participate in quizzes or market surveys, giving traders
access to participants” information.

Personal data should always be carefully managed and guarded. Be
it online or offline, consumers are reminded to stay alert and strike a
balance between data sharing and privacy protection.

Personal Finance
Overseas Transaction Fees for Locally Issued Credit Cards

In a survey of 21 local credit card issuers, the Council found significant
disparity between the fees incurred from overseas transactions.

Some cards issuers waived transaction fees for purchases of goods and
services by consumers in-the local currency at destination but others
charged fees in one instance as high as 2.45% on each transaction.

Consumers may have the choice to pay in HKD when using their credit
cards abroad, through a Dynamic Currency Conversion (DCC) service
provided by foreign merchants or currency conversion service providers.
From the examples that the Council has come across, currency conversion
companies could impose transaction fees between 3% to as high as 5%.
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With reference to an example of a credit card claiming “fee waived for
overseas spending”, consumers who chose to pay by DCC did not incur
a transaction fee from the card issuer, however both the credit card
association and DCC service providers imposed fees of 1% and 3% - 5%
respectively, equating to anywhere from 4% - 6% of the total spending
amount.

Unless there are significant fluctuations in the relevant foreign
currency exchange rates in the short term, the Council advised
consumers to pay in the destination’s local currency, which usually
incurs lower transaction fees.

Storage Services
Mini-Warehouse Services

Many Hong Kong families rent mini-storage to store infrequently
used items. In view of the growing choices in the market, the Council
examined the service details of 13 mini-warehouses and six valet
storage companies so as to offer useful consumer tips for reference.

A comparison of charges of mini-warehouses operated by 13 companies
found that listed fees for renting a 16 square feet mini-warehouse
ranged from HKS$383 to HKS1,418
per month with a difference up to 2.7
times. In addition to such substantial
price differences were also significant
differences in service details, terms
and conditions. Of the surveyed
mini-warehouse companies, 12
offered discounts for prepayment,
however, such prepayment was
non-refundable in the event of early
contract termination. The sizes
of mini-warehouses are generally
expressed in terms of gross floor
area or carpet area, and of those
surveyed, 12 companies claimed to
offer a high efficiency ratio between
90% and 100% of the expressed gross
floor area, some others in the market can offer 70% only.

N

Compared to mini-warehouse services, valet storage services can save
consumers the transport and pick-up time and efforts of stored items.
Typically, consumers enjoy a lower monthly fee but with limitations
on storage space and the weight of stored items. Of the six surveyed
valet storage providers, five charged by the number of storage boxes,
with monthly fees ranging from HKS$48 to HKS50 per box. While the
first round of box delivery and pick-up was provided free of charge
by all the companies surveyed, subsequent deliveries and pick-up
would incur charges. The maximum charge for a single delivery could
be equivalent to up to 2.6 times the monthly rental. There were also
restrictions on courier schedules and number of boxes per delivery
which could be inconvenient for consumers.
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Travel Services

Flight Booking Sites

Nowadays, many consumers prefer to search for and
purchase air tickets from online travel booking sites.
The Council examined eight such online sites, yielding
interesting results consumers should take note of.

Search results of airfares were generally shown in
ascending order of prices and four surveyed sites
displayed the net airfares excluding fuel surcharges,
airport and Government duties and other service
charges. Consumers would have to complete the entire
booking process prior to getting the final cost of the tickets. The
sorting of airfares based on net value are inaccurate reflections
of the total cost and fails to meet expectations of consumers
searching for the cheapest total fare.

Not only should consumers be more mindful of these pricing strategies,
they should also be careful of pre-selected optional items that incur
additional, but not always necessary, charges. Four of the surveyed
sites had chargeable items pre-selected and automatically added to
the online shopping carts including travel insurance, pocket Wi-Fi set,
and travel kit. Consumers had to remove each optional extra they
did not require before confirming payment in order to avoid making
non-refundable purchases.

Of the surveyed sites, six had included provisions in their terms
and conditions to reserve rights to make alterations unilaterally.
In other words, even after completion of the transaction and
confirmation of payment, these online providers could still change
prices or even cancel transactions at any time. The Council
finds such provisions unreasonable and deeply unfavourable to
consumers.

To enhance consumer protection the Council urged the online
travel booking sites to improve price display by showing total
costs inclusive of taxes and additional charges. Moreover, optional
extras should not be automatically pre-selected and unfair terms
should be removed to enable consumers to make purchases in a
fair environment.
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Travel Insurance Coverage for the Elderly

The Council conducted a survey analysing 39 single-trip travel
insurance plans and 32 annual travel insurance plans offered by 13
insurance companies. About 70% of the single-trip plans had an upper
age limit for coverage at between 70 and 90, with the ceiling for most
of the plans at 75 years of age. All annual plans had a maximum age
limit ranging from 65 to 90, and most of the plans were capped at 70 or
75 years of age. A majority of the single-trip and annual plans specified
that if the insured person was aged 65 to 75 or above, the maximum
claim for personal accidents was only between 12.5% and 83% of the
insured amount, depending on the plan. As for medical expenses,
over half of the surveyed plans offered lower insurance coverage to
people who are above a specific age, ranging from 25% to 83% of the
insured amount. For emergency medical evacuation or repatriation,
three plans (applicable to both single-trip and annual multiple travels)
lowered the maximum coverage provided if the insured person had
reached the age of 71.

It is the Council’s view that if insurance companies are to develop the
seniors travel insurance market, they should design insurance plans
to cater for the needs of older travellers. For example, the maximum
benefits of medical expenses, personal accidents, emergency
evacuation and repatriation support coverage should be adjusted to a
level comparable to those for younger insured adults, so as to provide
better protection for older travellers.
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Textbooks

Textbook Price Survey

The Council has been conducting annual textbook price surveys, the
results of which have been a useful reference for stakeholders. In 2015, the
average increase in textbook prices was 4%, exceeding the 3.7% increase
of the previous year and the 3.6% increase the year before that, but lower
than the inflation rate of 4.4% over the same period.

In this survey of 634 commonly
used textbooks from 25
publishers, the Council found
that a majority (97.3%) of
them would increase prices
by between 1.6% and 7.4% in
the new academic year. Only
17 textbooks (2.7%) would not
make price changes but most
of these were for non-major
subjects such as Religious
Education, Music, History,
Life Education and Chinese
Literature. None of the textbooks surveyed had decreased in price, a
scenario that had been observed for two consecutive years.

Textbook Expenditure Survey

For the annual textbook expenditure survey, conducted with the help
of the Education Bureau, the Council collected textbook lists for the
new academic year from 51 primary schools and 42 secondary schools.
The survey results revealed that the expenditure for mandatory
textbooks and learning materials had increased from the previous
year by an average of 4.2% for primary school classes and 3.2% for
secondary school classes, the latter increase being the same as
the CPI rate of 4.2% during the same period. The average textbook
expenditure for primary school students was HK$2,561, with Primary
One being the lowest (HKS2,472) and Primary Three the highest
(HKS2,638). The average increase rate in different grades was between
2.2% (Primary Six) and 7.1% (Primary One). For secondary school
classes, the average textbook expenditure was HK$2,395, with Form
Six being the lowest (HK$861) and Form Four the highest (HK$2,963).
The variation in average textbook expenditures among different
grades ranged from a reduction of 8.7% (Form Six) to an increase of
5.4% (Form Four).

The survey found that only very few surveyed schools had adopted
e-textbooks, which have not demonstrated any significant price
advantage over conventionally printed textbooks. In addition, schools
had to invest in ancillary facilities, such as tablet PCs in order to teach
with e-books, resulting in many schools having reservations about
pursuing electronic teaching. The survey also noted that a minimum
discount of 5% would be provided to students by most bookstores
collaborating with schools. Of these, 24 bookstores offered discounts
from 11% to 25% on primary school textbooks.
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