Chairman’s Message

The consumer rights and protection landscape has changed beyond
recognition since the establishment of the Consumer Council in the
1970s. Today’s consumers are far more self-empowered, yet some are
still vulnerable. With one-third of our population now being over 60,
the need to strengthen protection for elderly consumers has become a
critical task. Meanwhile, the exponential growth of online transactions
presents us with unprecedented challenges, bringing new business
practices which require a completely different and multi-pronged
approach to educating consumers and safeguarding their interests.

The number and complexity of scams that online consumers encounter
are growing by the minute. The same undesirable trade practices seen
in the traditional marketplace are also present in online transactions,
but with additional risks to the integrity of consumers’ personal
data. The ultimate goal of the Council is to bring about a safe and
trustworthy digital shopping environment that is mutually beneficial to
consumers and traders.
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In the year under review, unfair trade practices continued to be observed
in the traditional marketplace, with complaints received by the Council
once again rising, notably from unscrupulous and high-pressure sales
tactics in fitness centres and beauty services. One of the cornerstones of
consumer rights protection is regulatory enforcement. When complaints
of undesirable trade practices are received, the Council will useits power
to sanction traders, including naming and reprimanding, if deemed
appropriate. Coupled with the advocacy of a mandatory cooling-off
period, the Council aims to mitigate malpractices and foster a win-win for
all — the traders who will amass loyal consumers, the consumers who will
receive quality products and services, and Hong Kong which will re\‘tain its
regional edge as a preferred shopping destination.

In April 2018, the Council published the “Report to Advocate Mandéﬁory
Cooling-Off Period” to strengthen consumer protection by calling for
the introduction of a mandatory cooling-off period in Hong Kong.' A
sectoral approach was recommended covering contracts for unsolicited
off-premises transactions, distance sales, fitness and beauty services

and time share arrangements. The Government responded positively «
and launched a 3-month public consultation in January 2019. Subject

to the outcome of the consultation, the Government plans to introduce
the relevant bill to the Legislative Council in the 2019-20 session. The
Council looks forward to the early passage of this legislation, which will
be an effective deterrent to unfair trade practices and help create a
fairer and healthier consumer marketplace for Hong Kong.

Given the city’s ageing population, the Council sees the necessity to
scale up its efforts in protecting elderly consumers in our community.
An ageing society can contribute to social and economic progress,
as longevity also brings new opportunities for development in the
“silver economy” including health and nutrition, leisure and well-being,
financial services and education. However, the physical and cognitive
deterioration of elderly consumers places them in a less advantaged
position, making them vulnerable to unfair trade practices.

Our report “Advocacy of Building an Age-friendly Consumption
Environment”, published in October last year, showed that the majority
of elderly consumers in Hong Kong remain socially active with substantial
consumption power, yet there are limited choices of products suited
to them in the market, and they might be vulnerable to unscrupulous
trade practices. It also revealed that nearly 1 in 4 elderly consumers
" encountered unpleasant experiences in consumption in the past year
such as dishonest retailers, insufficient information about goods/services
or the sudd\e\n*dqs\ure of retail stores.
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We hope the findings of this report will help arouse public concern
to address the drawbacks faced by our elderly consumers, and foster
opportunities of creating a vibrant “silver market”. In particular,
leadership from the Government is essential to embrace consumer
protection as part of its holistic approach in formulating elderly-
related policies. For example, we recommend studying the needs of
elderly consumers, and raising awareness among businesses and other
stakeholders of accommodating these needs.

Each year hordes of students from Hong Kong travel abroad for
education; however, the vast amount of overseas study information
available in the market, the search process for institutions and
courses, as well as the subsequent application procedures, often prove
cumbersome for students and their parents.

The Council’s report “Are Students Protected? An In-depth Look Into
Overseas Education Advisory Services”, published in June 2018, was the
first detailed study into this business sector. It revealed that certain so-
called “consultants” providing education advice services were in fact
acting as the agents for overseas institutions, hence might not truly
be working in the best interests of consumers to help them make the
right choice. It also uncovered a lack of information transparency in the
industry and the absence of contractual obligations for such advisory
services, which greatly hampers consumers’ efforts to seek redress when
needed. The Council calls on the industry to enhance its transparency,
strengthen its code of conduct and accreditation of consultants,
promote the use of service contracts and introduce a complaint redress
mechanism to safeguard consumer rights and interests.

With technological advancement and tourism development bringing
rapid expansion in cross-boundary transactions, the Council has been
active in forging ties with consumer organisations across boundaries.
During the year, the Council signed 20 Memoranda of Understanding
(MoUs) with our counterparts in the Mainland to exchange intelligence
on consumer issues and strengthen mutual support for the resolution
of consumer disputes. Also in June 2018, in our efforts to promote
better protection for outbound travellers, we signed a MoU with the
National Consumer Affairs Centre of Japan after a year of liaison and
preparation. This is the second MoU the Council has signed with a non-
Mainland counterpart, following an agreement with the Korea Consumer
Agency the year before. More MOUs and regional collaboration will be
developed to enhance dispute resolution in Asia.

Technology is also bringing rapid evolution to the consumption
environment. Digital innovations continue to move at lightning speed,
transforming the nature of shopping and altering how consumers
interact and transact with product and service providers, as well as with
each other. Consumer choices in this information-intensive, choice-rich
environment can be impaired by challenges relating to misleading or
high-pressure business practices, or by security system loopholes in the
businesses. A number of high-profile data leakage incidents have clearly
signified the urgent need to tighten regulatory requirements on data
security and privacy protection.
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While digitisation has opened up new opportunities, they should not be
embraced to the detriment of consumers who are often not fully aware
of their-rights, or the remedies available when their rights are infringed.
The/Government, regulators and the industry need to ensure consumers
- have access to clear information and education about converged services
so they can make informed choices. Proper regulations, the industry’s
self-discipline, as well as consumer education, can encourage a healthy
digital marketplace where consumers and traders can exchange products
and services with confidence — but these have to be proportionate and
sufficiently flexible to accommodate future innovation.

Consumer trust breeds loyalty, which helps sustain businesses and ensure
the success of both traditional and digital marketplaces. Like consumer
protection agencies in many other jurisdictions, the Council must
continue to keep abreast of the latest development in trade practices and
consumption behaviour, given the major challenges the digital age poses
to the effective protection of consumer rights in our society.

Looking ahead, the Council has finalised a 3-year strategic plan covering
2019-22, which encompasses 6 major goals guiding the development
and direction of its consumer protection work. Notably, the Council will
continue to strengthen its capabilities in consumer protection to meet the
needs and challenges of the digital consumption environment. Dedicated
advocacy work in areas that pose significant and long-term impact to
consumers, as well as in safeguarding the interests of youth and elderly
consumers, is also our priority in consumer empowerment. With regard
to information dissemination, the Council will maintain its commitment to
providing impartial and credible information to facilitate more informed
and greener consumption. We will also make efforts to explore more
effective means of reaching young consumers online by reviewing the
development plan and content strategy of the Council’s digital platforms.

Finally, | wish to take this opportunity to thank our Council members,
our Chief Executive and our staff for their dedication and commitment.
| must also pay tribute to past Chairmen, Council members and ex-
colleagues who have made invaluable contributions in the past four-and-
a-half decades to build a strong foundation for the Council and establish
very strong public trust in the work we do. | am most honoured to be
appointed as Chairman of the Council on the year of its 45" anniversary.
| shall endeavour to ensure that the Council will continue to perform
its duty with tenacity, moving resolutely with the times to safeguard
consumer rights and interests in the years ahead.

Mr Paul LAM Ting-kwok, SC
Chairman

BB (A FRAE L MHE  BRERIBEHE
EENRED HEESREAT FERNEEES
RN BRAXERTESHNBE BF &
ERBLRERIERREEEEFEMNEM
KEBHEE BMMAFLABREERE 122
HIEBIRERTRER RABEAHEEERE
BRI ERENEETS BHEEMNER
EETUEBNERNRERS -BREMBEF
BFHEREREHEN LS REKHRIH
R

DERHEENESHETHE  RSFEHNE
EFEEE LRRBEERLEEDS - HE
SVARHEMAEEEENHREBEFA
TREBFEIEETRNRFRRE LUEHE
AR RN SBE SRREEERES

BREKR AEET F2019F226W3FTH
e BREBBRIOKER  HEHESRK
MBBRLIFERR - EREENR A K ERE
BILREHEENNE DUEHEIEHERRS
RHOFENRE - 5 HHEERREZEN
BREZ URBRTESVERERBEEERE
# T MEBRASNREEEBRRER
INEREHE -ZERERNESSTE AEHRF
Aok BBROUALETENEN HEEHEEF
HENBRERANES Y EBBRBE T
BMNEMARRHNBERRE BAREESLH
ML ZBBLFEHES -

RE ANBERHEERALEREZE BH
ER2ANBASTHENAR LN - R RS E
FER FBARZELA2T EBEN+RE
REMLER REZGETRERE BEFAR
XF RBRO -AATARE=ERAEERIN
VASAFCBERERERER LHERRKMN
AT RAARSHEERNI BRTEHERS -

e ET)

MERERAEAD
FiE



