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Technological advancement has

opened up enormous e-commence
opportunities for the business, and
unprecedented access to a plethora of
choices in the global marketplace for the
consumer, especially the digital savvy. The
advent of the Internet of Things, which
extends connectivity to traditionally non-
internet-enabled everyday objects, is
accelerating the process at an ever-faster
speed. It’s a new consumer world, and
one that continues to evolve quickly. But
are consumers better off? What are the
challenges that lie ahead? What can the
Consumer Council do to meet these challenges
for the betterment of consumers? The future
is as daunting as it is promising.
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In the year under review, the Council
completed and released a major report on the
development of e-hailing services, in view of
public criticism over poor taxi services and the
emergence of new market players that operate
without regulatory oversight. The proliferation
of e-hailing services well signifies the potentially
disruptive power of technological advances on
a traditional business model as in this case, the
taxi industry. Riding the wave of the sharing
economy, e-hailing services have become
a global trend; their impact on consumer
behaviour and their riding experience has been
felt all across the world, including Hong Kong.
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In the study, the Council concluded that Hong Kong should embrace
e-hailing services — through a progressive approach, by opening up the
personalised point-to-point car transport service market by introducing
regulatory oversight on the pre-booked segment of the market. This will
provide not only the needed regulatory oversight to ensure passenger
safety, but also the competition necessary to spur the taxi industry into
improving its service quality. In putting forward this recommendation,
the Council drew widely from the experiences of 9 different markets
in the Mainland and other parts of Asia, as well as the US and Europe,
where e-hailing services are managed differently to either restrain or
encourage the e-hailing services to enter the market.

Notwithstanding the uncertainty of change in the new digital age,
the Council’s mission remains firmly committed to the protection and
empowerment of consumers to exercise their right to make informed
choices. To help them develop the necessary understanding and skills,
the Council must ensure consumers have access to a diverse range of
impartial and accurate information that is easy to understand. Towards
this goal, the Council is engaged in a continual extensive market
surveillance, through research and testing, to improve product quality
and safety, promote sustainable consumption, foster fair competition
and a level playing field, advance consumer legal protection, disseminate
consumer information, and educate consumers for self-empowerment,
among other functions.

In our strategy with the business, the Council plays the role of the
consumer watchdog, in the lingo of the news media, ever vigilant and
watchful over the goods and services in the marketplace, including
both current and new trends, to safeguard the rights and interests of
consumers. Where necessary, the Council does not hesitate to use its
power to sanction traders for undesirable sales practices. During the year
under review, the Council named a timeshare marketing company for
high-pressure tactics that coerced consumers into signing unreasonable
and exorbitant vacation club membership contracts.

Apart from being a watchdog, the Council encourages and assists
different sectors introduce voluntary codes of practice to strengthen
their industry practices beneficial to consumers in both their products
and customer services over the long term. A shining example during
the year was the new Code of Practice for the retail jewellery industry,
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which was launched in conjunction with the 2 major jewellery
associations — the Hong Kong Jewelers’ & Goldsmiths” Association, and
the Kowloon Pearls, Precious Stone, Jade, Gold and Silver Ornament
Merchants Association. The Code aims to foster self-regulation and
promote standards above and beyond what is required under the
existing legislative requirements. Under the Code, an independent
review committee was established to handle consumer complaints,
and after-sales protection was introduced for online shoppers. When
self-regulation functions properly, it can be an effective mechanism for
improving industry practices and quality of service.

Internationally, the Council is building partnerships with its overseas
counterparts for joint cooperation on matters of mutual concern and
interest. In 2017, the Council signed a Memorandum of Understanding with
the Korea Consumer Agency to collaborate on an information and consumer
complaint referral mechanism. This breakthrough in cross-border complaint
handling and redress not only covers purchases made by visitors in both
places, but is also applicable to disputes arising from online purchases.
More similar agreements in collaboration with consumer organisations in
the region, including Japan and Singapore, are in the pipeline

The Council is also a longstanding Council and Executive Member of
the Consumers International, which spearheaded a global campaign
to mark the World Consumer Rights Day 2018 with the theme, most
appropriately, “Making Digital Marketplaces Fairer”. The Council
supported the call by conducting surveys of online and mobile platforms
notably food delivery services and mobile taxi hailing apps, both of
which are popular emerging services in the digital era.

Looking ahead, one thing is clear and certain: more changes with ever-faster
pace are on their way. Some of these changes will have fundamental, far-
reaching implications for consumers and a corresponding impact on existing
consumer policies and laws. One significant change involves electronic
payments which are replacing cash as the predominant mode of payment.
Indeed, in some parts of the Mainland, paying with e-wallet is already more
a daily necessity than a novelty. It is all part of the digital development
towards a Smart Economy, which promotes fintech initiatives and explores
distributed ledger technology applications (such as blockchain) in different
areas, including trade financing and cross-boundary electronic transactions.
Hong Kong may well follow suit, as the Government set out in its “Smart
City Blueprint for Hong Kong”, published in December 2017 which includes
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plans for faster payment systems and significantly, an electronic identity for
all residents to authenticate future electronic transactions.

No doubt, fast-advancing digital developments and increased internet
access and speed will have an increasing impact on various facets of
our daily lives. Complaints levelled against e-commerce, which offers
greater convenience and wider cheaper choices, have also fast become a
major category of disputes between consumers and businesses. Already,
we saw a sharp rise of 43% year-on-year in the year under review to
over 4,400 complaints against online sales including trade practices and
suspected counterfeit products. Like consumer protection agencies in
many other jurisdictions, the Consumer Council needs to keep abreast
of times since effective protection of consumer rights in the digital age
poses a big challenge for our society.

A full agenda awaits us in the year ahead. Our priority will be to
continue our research on and advocacy of the many pressing consumer
issues such as advocacy for a mandatory cooling-off period, during
which consumers are entitled to cancel a contract with a full refund.
(The study report has been completed and was released in April 2018
before this Annual Report was published). We will very soon review
the progress we have made in our 3-year strategic plan 2016-19 with a
multiple objective of 5 major goals and 21 key strategies and initiatives.
This plan has marked the path forward for the Council in the face of
market transformations and related changes, and in our advocacy for a
fairer, safer, better marketplace.

In closing, | would like to express my deepest appreciation to the Council
members, its Chief Executive and the staff for their unfailing dedication and
commitment, valuable contribution and professional service, which have
helped the Council grow from strength to strength and to new heights of
achievement and excellence. | owe them all a personal debt of gratitude.
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