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Market Surveillance

Compared with past decades, the marketplace has undergone radical
changes brought on by the rise of internet commerce and digital
services. In recognition of these changes, and the imperative for greater
online protection awareness and consumer financial protection, the
Council has embarked on an expanded market surveillance in the year
under review that included daily monitoring of grocery prices at online
food vendors, digital services such as online food ordering platforms
and mobile applications of taxi hailing services, as well as services that
impact the everyday life of consumers such as mortgage plans and credit
card air mileage rewards’. In addition, the Council has continued its
efforts to survey trade practices of the employment agencies on foreign
domestic helpers and car maintenance programmes. In the year, the
price movement of the textbook market was also reported.

Annual Supermarket Price Survey

The Council’s annual supermarket price survey, on scan data for a basket
of 200 top-selling items sold in 3 major supermarket chains, showed the
aggregate average price of the basket increased by 0.5% over the year
2016, 1.9% below the 2016 Composite Consumer Price Index (CPI).

The basket of 200 items was broadly divided into 13 categories. Despite
of the above CPI record, 5 categories recorded an upward trend with
aggregate average price increase from 0.02% to 4.9%, while 8 categories
were down by 0.3% to 2.9%.

The 13 categories were further sub-divided into 45 product groups.
The analysis showed 18 product groups were up in aggregate average
prices, from 0.2% to 13.3%. Liquid soaps/hand washes led the price
surge, with an average increase of 13.3%. Infant formula (+4.6%), milk
(+4.2%), noodles (+4.2%) and packaged cakes (+4%) also showed notable
price increases. In contrast, 27 product groups were down in aggregate
average prices, from 0.1% to 5.4%, notably, packaged rice (-5.4%), butter
(-5%), wines (-3.9%), instant coffee (-3.8%), adult milk powder (-3.6%),
juice/juice drinks (-3.5%) and biscuits (-3.4%).
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9 See Appendix 7 for the list of surveys and service study reports published during 2017-18.
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Clear and accurate information holds the key to effective consumer empowerment. The
Council is continually engaged in collecting, analysing and correlating information on
a vast and ever-growing range of goods and services in both the physical and digital
marketplaces. With a fast-changing consumer market, greater emphasis has been placed
on market surveillance to heighten online protection awareness and of the need for

greater consumer financial protection.
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Credit Card Air Mileage Rewards

As many consumers made use of their credit card bonus points to redeem
air-tickets, the Council compared 16 card issuers offering 53 credit cards,
including 9 co-branded cards with airlines or air mileage companies, and
found that cards issued by the same card issuer offered different reward
programmes. For instance, in the case of a popular mileage reward
plan, the local spending required for conversion per air mile could vary
from HKS2.78 to HKS25, a difference of nearly 8 times. For overseas
transactions, the same plan would need only HKS4 to HKS$5.33 to convert
to 1 air mile whereas for local transactions the mileage conversion rate
was between HKS6 and HKS8. Altogether, only 14 credit cards would offer
more favourable conversion in overseas or foreign currency transactions.

Furthermore, variances were found in the mileage requirements for
ticket redemption to the same destination abroad. Coupled with the
difference in mileage conversion rates, consumers in possession of
several credit cards would do well to carefully consider which card to
use to their best advantage. Co-branded credit cards, though issued
jointly with airlines or air mileage companies, do not necessarily offer a
better conversion deal.

Besides, consumers should be aware that not all types of credit card
transaction were eligible for earning mileages. For instance, most of the
card issuers would exclude transactions of tax or insurance premium
payments from their mileage programme.
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Overall, 55% of the drivers arrived late to pick their passengers; the
average time of delay was 3.8 minutes to 6.5 minutes, and in the
worst case, the driver showed up 30 minutes later than the scheduled
time. Of particular concern was their practice in data collection and
access. In different degrees, most apps would seek to obtain consumer
information irrelevant and excessive to e-hailing taxi operation, such
as request to access/alter memory card contents, access to the user’s
photos, contact person data, records of phone communication, or even
download the customer file without their prior knowledge.

The service and attitude of taxi drivers was also an issue of consumer
dissatisfaction. Over one-quarter of 340 trips, the investigation team
members found undesirable drivers’ behaviour, including rudeness,
frequent and abrupt changing of car speeds or use of mobile handsets.
The chance of the customers encountering an unpleasant experience
with a mobile taxi app was a high 36.4%. The taxi industry was urged to
correct its practice in data collection, and to take immediate action to
strengthen their services.

Mortgage Plans

The Council approached 21 banks in Hong Kong and collected
information about residential property and carpark mortgages from 17
banks offering a total of 69 mortgage plans of various types: Hong Kong
Interbank Offered Rate (HIBOR) mortgage plan, Prime-based mortgage
plan, Mortgage Insurance Programme, Government Home Ownership
Scheme, Tenants Purchase Scheme, and carpark mortgage plan.

On the basis of the interest rates on 22 August 2017, the interest charge
of the HIBOR plan ranged from 1.79% to 2.32%, while that of the Prime-
based plan 2.15% to 2.25%. Assuming the Prime and HIBOR remained
unchanged during the repayment period of 20 years, if a purchaser
bought a flat of HKS5 million with a mortgage loan of 60%, interest
calculated at the lowest rate of 1.79% and the highest interest rate of
2.32% would produce a significant difference in full interest costs of
nearly HKS200,000.

In addition, property developers were also offering mortgage plans
with high loan-to-value ratios to attract buyers who may otherwise be
unsuccessful in applying for the bank loans needed. But these mortgage
plans came with a high interest rate, which may be twice or even three
times as much as those charged by banks; the total interest costs could
amount to a few million dollars more. Prospective buyers were strongly
urged to compare different mortgage plans in great detail, review
their own repayment ability carefully with the aid of free mortgage
preliminary assessment service from banks, before making any decision.

Besides interest rates, consumers in assessing different mortgage plans
should also factor in the banks’ various privileges and service charges
as well as the restrictions in individual plans such as early redemption of
the mortgage. All but 1 of the 17 banks offered cash rebate of 1% to 1.6%
of the loan amount. 3 of the banks would levy a mortgage application
service fee — 2 charging 0.25% and 0.5% of the loan amount and the
other 1 a set amount of HKS1,000 to HK$2,000. Almost all the banks
would charge a service fee for early redemption — 4 charging between
HKS500 to HKS$1,000 per early redemption while the rest charging,
within the first 4 years, 0.5% to 3% of the total loan or the amount of
early payment.
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Online Food Ordering Platforms

For many busy working professionals, online food ordering platforms
offered great convenience to order dishes from different restaurants
while saving the hassle to get on the streets. In the survey, meals
were ordered 91 times from 9 food ordering platforms. It was found
that besides the different surcharges for the delivery service, over
60% of the meals ordered were more expensive than the restaurant
takeaway, with price markups ranging from 3% to a high 86%.

There were also wide variations in punctuality of delivery service
among the platforms. The best performer achieved a nearly 90%
punctuality rate, the worst performer was a dismal 20%, with an
average delay of 18.3 minutes. By the time the meals arrived, their
conditions were sometimes less than satisfactory, for instance,
30% had pizza turning cold, sushi becoming warm and ice cream
melting; while another 30% had the food toppled over with the
gravy leaking, etc.

Food delivery service also raised environmental issues. The tendency
was for excessive package by many restaurants in order to ensure
the foods were in their best condition when delivered. For example,
in addition to using a plastic bowl to hold the soup, it would be
wrapped further with a plastic food wrap to prevent soup leakage,
and each item of food would be separated with cardboards in the
packaging. The Council proposed the platforms to consider allowing
consumers to opt for simpler packaging or no cutlery in support of
sustainable consumption.
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Online Price Watch

The Council collects and displays daily prices of products from online
food stores/supermarkets/personal care stores on its Online Price Watch
website. During the year, the site was enhanced to include new sub-
categories of products like health supplements and batteries, raising the
number of items monitored by around 100 items to about 2,200 items
in March 2018, attracted 53,000 unique visitors in average per month, a
growth of over 38%.

Private Car Maintenance Warranties

Owning a car is an expensive consumption. In a survey on the
warranty plans of new cars from 22 brands, the Council found highly
restrictive terms and conditions in the majority of these warranties.
Nearly all car brands included mandatory warranty requirements
that car owners must deliver their vehicles for inspection at
designated repair centres, failing which the warranties of the entire
car or the parts serviced by a third party would automatically cease
to be effective. Further, if they failed to abide by the inspection
suggestions for repairs, the warranties would either be rendered
totally invalid or the problem areas in question would cease to be
covered in the warranty.

Price transparency was another major area that the industry should
improve. Out of all, only 2 brands voluntarily offered written price
guotations prior to repairs; 9 others only gave oral estimates over
the phone. In the event the repair costs might likely to exceed the
original estimates, only 12 car brands would notify their customers
for consent beforehand. But should the final repair costs still exceed
the estimates, only 5 brands would charge according to the original
final estimates agreed upon with the customers.

In addition, the Council’s review of consumer protection legislation
overseas in relation to the sales and repairs of motor cars showed
that in many countries, should the vehicle experience any
malfunction during the warranty period, free repairs or spare parts
replacement would be provided. There was, however, no similar
legislation in Hong Kong.

Employment Agencies for Foreign Domestic Helpers

The survey covered a total of 33 employment agencies which
provides recruitment service for domestic helpers variously from
Indonesia, the Philippines, Bangladesh, Cambodia and Thailand, and
varying widely in their charges from HK$4,680 to HKS$12,980.

Many complaints recorded by the Council shared the same
grievances of the qualifications and working experience claimed
by foreign domestic helpers often turned out to be inaccurate. In
validating the claimed profile, 29 of the agencies were just solely
dependent on their overseas partners to check the foreign domestic
helpers’ qualifications and work experience; 17 others would verify
the domestic helpers’ related documents but among them 13 would
only check on those who had completed their contracts and were
currently in Hong Kong. 1 agency categorically stated it would not
verify any related information.
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According to the
Code of Practice for
Employment Agencies
issued by the Labour
Department last year,
employment agencies

are required to exercise
due diligence in
checking the accuracy

of the information
provided by both job-
seekers and employers;

to ensure information
provided to the parties

is consistent with the
facts made known to
them; and when in doubt
they should inform either
party affected. In the
view of the Council,
the employment
intermediary were paid

to provide the recruitment
service should bear the
responsibility in verifying
the trustworthiness of the
information. Consumers
were advised to report to
the Employment Agencies
Administration of the
Department if suspected
violation to the Code was found.

Textbook Prices and Expenditure Surveys

In 2017, the average increase in textbook prices was 3.2% which was
higher than the 1.8% rate of inflation of the same period. In this survey
of 542 commonly used textbooks from 20 publishers, the Council found
that the majority (98%) increased their price by 0.7% to 5.8%. Only 11
textbooks (2%) had their price frozen but most of these were for non-
core subjects, including Religious Education, Tourism and Hospitality,
and Chinese Literature. None of the textbooks surveyed had decreased
in price, a continuing trend over the past 5 consecutive years.

Further, with the help of the Education Bureau, the Council collected
textbook lists for the new academic year from 44 primary and 38
secondary schools. The survey revealed that the textbook expenditure
had increased from previous academic year by an average of 4% for
primary schools and 2.8% for secondary schools, both higher than the
rate of inflation (1.7%) of the same period. On average, primary and
secondary school students spent HKS2,730 and HKS2,618 respectively
for mandatory textbooks and learning materials. For primary schools,
all classes recorded an increase in average textbook expenditure, from
3.6% (Primary 5) to 4.4% (Primary 1). The variance in average textbook
expenditures among the secondary grades ranged from a drop of 3.3%
(Form 6) to a rise of 3.7% (Form 4).
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