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Topics
of Market Surveillance

Today’s consumer market is significantly changed from past
decades, given the rise of online shopping, digital services
and the need for greater emphasis on consumer financial
protection. In recognition of this, the Council continued to
expand its market surveillance, including daily monitoring of
grocery prices at online food vendors, mobile payment services,
websites specialising in hotel reservations, residential fixed-line
broadband services, endowment insurance plans, and health
care insurance covering cancer treatment. In the meantime, the
Council has continued efforts to ensure consumers are apprised
of trends in supermarket prices, prices for student textbooks,
and other issues which have been the traditional core of the
Council’s work’.

MIBRE R

SHWHEMSEABER TERETE
REL - FERE - BUSRZEHERLRE
BEREEMBRE  AGRIEERTS
ERNIhEE REEMLRAENSAM
BERER RBXMNRE  BIEER
BRMERE - RERRRARE  #F
Skt ABEEREEIRENBRRRS -
HIERE A THERKEEEEZER
mERERES BRZERNEMES
M O TAE® -

Digital Services S AR TS
Mobile Payment Services RENSZATHRTS

The Council examined 10 mobile payment services available
in the market, among which, 4 supported merchant payment,
3 supported peer-to-peer (P2P) money transfer, and 3
supported both aforementioned services. From the survey,
5 payment services were limited to partnerships with only 1
financial institution, these users of the payment services were
required to hold an account or credit card of that particular
financial institution. Some services allowed users to connect
up to 8 bank accounts, effectively functioning as mini wallets
for users.
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Information is the key for consumers to spend their money
wisely and to make informed consumer choices. The
Council assists them by collecting, analysing and correlating
information on goods and services that factor into the
everyday lives of consumers, enabling them to be aware of
long-term trends and issues of concern.
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In terms of personal data protection, in addition to general personal ERAERREL  BR—RNEAERNS Bk
information, some service providers also required users to provide copies BRI SERBPFAEEHRPE  BENSH
of their identity card, proof of address, or a credit card to register their MBI REREEEALSE - 2E3ER
accounts. 3 service providers required users to provide different amounts BHEeRESERT - THRHZ  BERESE
of personal information, depending on membership grade or service HEBERRMEASE - SXASHE - 536
scope. The Council’s study found that 3 service providers would retain BEHERIEEHEAABRETE R4

users’ personal data for up to 7 years and 1 disclosed that such
data would be permanently kept. On the security
aspect, all payment services examined had in
place basic security measures, before and after
transactions, including log-in passwords and
two-factor authentication.
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Residential Fixed-line Broadband Services

Price is one of the key considerations when
choosing residential fixed-line broadband
services. The Council compared residential
broadband service plans provided by 5 operators
in the local market and discovered that the
monthly fees for the same broadband service
plan offered by the same operator through
different subscription channels could differ
by more than 40%.



It was noteworthy that arrangements for contract termination were
tedious for customers when their contracts expired. 3 operators
required customers to visit their stores or call their hotline to acquire
the designated form. 1 operator demanded that customers log into
their accounts before they were granted access to the termination
form. All operators also required customers to return their equipment
to designated locations.

In terms of network speed, all 5 operators provided service plans with
bandwidth specifications up to 1,000M. Consumers should be aware
that the network speed or bandwidth claimed in the service plan
referred only to the specific path between the connection socket in the
customer’s premises and the IP switch installed in the relevant building.
Network speed may be influenced by other factors such as the data
transmission through different routers located outside their building,
the number of routings and the reliability of the underlying network.

Groceries
Annual Supermarket Price Survey

In the year under review, the Council continued its annual supermarket
price survey on scan data for a basket of 200 top-selling items sold
in 3 major supermarket chains. Compared with 2014, the aggregate
average price of the basket increased by 0.4% in 2015. Among the 13
categories of products, 8 recorded an upward trend with aggregate
average increases ranging from 0.1% to 4.8%. Instant drinks recorded
the most significant increases, exceeding the 2015 Composite Consumer
Price Index of 3%. Aggregate average prices for 5 categories were down,
ranging from -0.1% to -1.6%.

In the 45 sub-categories, analysis showed 23 product groups were
up in aggregate average prices, from 0.1% to 16.3%. The 2 product
groups with double-digit increases were nuts (16.3%) and evaporated/
condensed milk (11.3%). On the other hand, 20 product groups were
down in aggregate average prices, from -0.4% to -3.9%, notably, adult
milk powder (-3.9%) and instant noodles (-3.4%). Yoghurt/yoghurt
drinks and noodles were the only 2 product groups that remained
unchanged in aggregate average price.
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Online Price Watch

The Council collects daily prices of products from online food
stores/supermarkets/personal care stores, to be displayed on the
Council’s Online Price Watch website. During the year, the site was
further enhanced to include new sub-categories of products like
first aid products and insecticides. In March 2017, average prices
of bulk purchase discounts and EAN/UPC barcode information
were added. The system optimisation during the year under review
saw the total number of items monitored, increasing from around
2,000 to 2,100. The website's average number of unique visitors per
month increased from approximately 27,900 to 38,800. A majority
of these visitors came from Hong Kong (72%), the Mainland (12%)
and Taiwan (4%).

Insurance
Cancer Insurance

The Council surveyed 13 insurance companies in the market. Of
those, 8 responded, providing information on 10 cancer-specific
insurance plans. Among them, 4 fell within the category of critical
illness insurance, while 6 were categorised as medical insurance.
Although these 2 types of insurance provide specific protection for
cancers, the means of payout differ. The 4 critical illness insurance
plans differed as to the organs covered and medical definitions, such as
carcinoma-in-situ or early stage cancer. Moreover, the number of
organs covered ranged from 9, being the least and 19 being the
most. In the 6 cancer-specific medical insurance plans, only 3 stated
in their promotional material or website that not all cancer types are
covered. Consumers insured under the other 3 plans which have no
such reminder may mistake the plans to be all inclusive.

In terms of the calculation of benefits, if the person insured
under a critical illness insurance policy were diagnosed with a
carcinoma-in-situ or early-stage cancer, he/she would receive
benefit payment for 10%-30% of the insured sum. When cancer
was diagnosed, 100% of the insured sum would be paid. The 4
cancer-specific critical illness insurance plans placed limits on the
number of claims for carcinoma-in-situ or early stage cancer to 2-3
times and each claim for a different organ. Cancer-specific medical
insurance plans, on the other hand, offer reimbursement but with
restrictions. For instance, 1 plan set per cancer coverage limit at HKS1
million, while the maximum lifetime benefit was HKS3 million.
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Endowment

The Council approached 19 insurance companies. 14 endowment plans
from 7 companies were collected for review. Great variability was found
among plans in areas of payment tenure, guaranteed payback period,
period of life insurance protection, insured amount and minimum
premium requirement. Consumers must be vigilant concerning the
proffered returns shown in promotional materials or highlighted in
policy proposals prepared by intermediaries. These proposals are
not to be taken as “guaranteed returns”. This is particularly true for
participating plans, wherein the policy dividend is subject to the profit
and investment returns of the insurer. Returns therefore may not match
proffers in promotional leaflets or projected in policy proposals. In fact,
the amount of dividends paid is at the sole discretion of the insurance
company, while its rate is not guaranteed either. The insurance
company may make further adjustments subsequent to the issuance of
the policy.

The guaranteed payback period is based on the length of payment
tenure, and some plans had a relatively longer guaranteed payback
terms over the others. Before purchasing any endowment plan,
consumers should consider their personal needs and affordability. If
the policy is terminated before maturity, the surrender value will be
substantially less than the total premium paid. Consumers were also
reminded that endowments in foreign currencies may yield higher
rates of return, but the returns will be influenced by fluctuations
in the exchange rate. The principal payout of the endowment, at
maturity, could be affected, by devaluation of the currency in which the
endowment is held.

Travel Services
Online Hotel Bookings

In recent years, online hotel bookings have gained popularity.
The Council surveyed 8 websites, resolved in Hong Kong dollars,
providing booking services for hotel accommodation. 5 hotel
booking websites surveyed provided “lowest price guarantees”.
After confirming reservations, patrons could apply for rebates,
based on price differential, if they came across lower priced options
for the same booking on other websites. Lowest price guarantees
however, were limited to exact matches in all stipulated terms of
the bookings.

The survey also showed that 6 hotel booking websites listed
disclaimers stating they would not be responsible for erroneous
information concerning hotels or hotel services. 3 websites set out
in their terms and conditions that, the information was provided by
hotels or their agents, and therefore could not be guaranteed by the
websites in terms of “completeness and accuracy”. 2 websites claimed
that all information was provided directly by the hotels, including
updated information.

Given that many companies operating hotel booking websites were
located overseas, consumers might encounter difficulties in managing
disputes with overseas companies and in receiving compensation on
claims. Among the 8 websites surveyed, 5 were licensed travel agents
and members of the Travel Industry Council of Hong Kong. Thus,
consumers who booked hotels through licensed travel agents in Hong
Kong were better protected by related regulation.
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Textbooks
Textbook Price Survey

In 2016, result of the textbook price survey showed that the
average increase in textbook prices was 2.9%, a bit higher than the
rate of inflation.

In this survey of 678 commonly used textbooks from 24 publishers,
the Council found that a majority (94.5%) of them, increased prices
between 0.4% and 6.8% at the commencement of academic year.
Only 37 textbooks (5.5%) did not make price changes but most of
these were for non-core subjects such as Religious Education, Music,
Putonghua, Home Economics, Chinese Literature and Tourism &
Hospitality. None of the textbooks surveyed reduced its price, a
scenario that had been observed over 4 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 41 secondary schools and 50
primary schools. The survey results revealed that the expenditure
for mandatory textbooks and learning materials had increased
from the previous year by an average of 2.9%

for secondary school classes and 2.7% for

primary school classes. The increases

were slightly higher than the
increase in the Consumer Price
Index (CPI) of 2.5% during the
same period. The average
textbook expenditure for
primary school students

was HKS2,497, while

the average textbook
expenditure of the
secondary school classes

was HKS2,619. The survey

found that only few
schools surveyed (20% of
primary schools and less

than 10% of secondary
schools) had adopted
e-textbooks, an area to

be developed further.
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