GCHAIRMAN’S MESSAGE
FEAYE

The year under review will go down as one of the
most tumultuous and challenging in history, not
just for the Consumer Council but for Hong Kong
as a whole. Yet if one takes stock of the seismic
changes over the 45 years since the Council was
established and puts them into a macro and
historical perspective, it can be seen that Hong Kong
has shown impressive long-term resilience. This
gives us the confidence to look forward to the next
45 years with optimism and continued progress. As
a consumer watchdog, our role changes with the
times but our mission stands firm. Our goal remains
today as it was four-and-a-half decades ago: namely
to respond and react swiftly to the changing needs
of the community, to provide a fair marketplace for
all, to empower our consumers and to nourish a
smart and responsible consumer culture.

AEEHWHEERES DERRFERG BRESL
EREE - MRERBMN—F - BREENELNA
EEREEENIIE 45 £ BEBERKEENR BE
TONBBREIMEAEERE N - Rt AGLIEB LT
BRRERORE OET @45 F-

FRBERDSNEREE AeRERIE FEE
ABHET LA - 45 M —H > WORE > AREH
HELEMNFTR RARMEATNHHBRE A
HEBERE RNESRARAEERNEEXL-

Mr Paul LAM Ting-kwok, SC
Chairman

MEEE R ATRAD

ESE



This has been my first full year as Chairman of this Council and | am
honoured to offer my service at this historic juncture. | am indebted to
my predecessors for their hard work and achievements; hence before |
dwell on our current year’s business, it may be apt to highlight some of
the milestones of the Council since its establishment in 1974.

The Council was set up against the background of the oil crisis in the
1970s when Hong Kong and the world were faced with hyperinflation.
This turned out to be a mere “teaser” for bigger shocks in ensuing
decades: the sharp decline of our currency leading to its peg with the US
dollar in 1983, the 1997 Asian financial crisis, the bursting of the dot.com
bubble in 2000, the 2008 global financial crisis and the shutdown of the
global economy this year due to COVID-19.

At the Consumer Council, however, we remain vigilant and focused on
our core business while these rather dramatic financial events have
unfolded. With full support from the Government, we have been able
to make major headway in bringing about some very significant and
forward-looking legislative changes in Hong Kong for the benefit of our
consumers, including the Travel Agents Ordinance in 1985, to protect
the rights of outbound travellers; the Control of Exemption Clauses
Ordinance in 1990 to stop unscrupulous business operators from
avoiding their responsibilities in the event that their customers suffer
losses; and the Consumer Goods Safety Ordinance in 1995 that requires
importers and suppliers to ensure the safety of their products. The
Trade Descriptions (Unfair Trade Practices) (Amendment) Ordinance
2012 and the Competition Ordinance, both passed by the Legislative
Council in 2012, have pushed traders, manufacturers and retailers to
conduct their businesses more fairly.

The financial crisis in the early 1980s, which almost brought down the
Hong Kong dollar, was remembered by many as people scrambled for
daily necessities such as rice and toilet paper. We seem to have gone
full circle this year when similar consumer behaviour reappeared at the
start of the COVID-19 pandemic. This time around, the emotional panic
buying of protective gear, sanitary products and household essentials was
further fuelled by online rumours. The Council responded quickly, firstly
by verifying with importers that rumours of a supply chain breakdown
from Mainland factories was unsubstantiated, and secondly by making
numerous public appeals for calm, as well as issuing warnings about the
hygiene risks of hoarding rice and unused toilet paper for an extended
period of time. This helped relieve the panic buying of these items and
gave suppliers valuable time to replenish them. We also worked with
several local institutions to develop a way to make effective do-it-yourself
(D1Y) makeshift face mask in response to the acute shortage of face masks
in the market. The video on the DIY mask attracted nearly 180,000 views
on YouTube and reached over 115,000 viewership on Facebook.
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Although the panic buying situation has stabilised, the impact of COVID-19
on the economy started to be felt across the board. The Council received
over 2,000 complaints in just about two months, most of which were
related to malpractices in drugstores, online purchase of sanitisation
products, airfare or tour cancellations, insurance disputes, etc. The Council
conciliated these cases diligently in the hope of reaching an amicable
settlement between consumers and traders during the challenging time.

COVID-19 has inevitably affected our regular work plans, but the overall
direction of the Council remains unchanged. We have continued our
“consumer empowerment” work through consumer law and policy advocacy
during the year under review, along with consumer education. In the past
12 months, two reports were published to address the long-standing issues of
money-lending regulation and private health insurance (PHI), with the latter
touching upon the lives of every consumer both young and old in Hong Kong.

In response to the abundance of advertisements from money-lenders
and their often dubious sales practices, the Council reviewed the current
regulatory regime which has remained largely unchanged for four decades,
and made a number of recommendations to the Government in order to
build a fair and transparent money-lending market. The report concluded
that Hong Kong needs to establish a dedicated and sector-specific
regulator to impose stronger governance on the money-lending industry.
Implementing the changes, although very necessary, will not be a quick
or easy task, as prudent research and a full consultation with relevant
stakeholders must be conducted in order to reach a balanced assessment
on the required legislative amendments and enactment measures.

Another important report published by the Council this year was the
Private Health Insurance (PHI) Market Report, the result of an in-depth
research for nearly two years on a rather technical subject that many
consumers find it difficult to grasp. The study assessed the level of
consumer satisfaction of PHI and the difficulties people encounter when
considering a purchase. The report also reviewed overseas regulatory
frameworks to shed light on possible areas of improvement. In total,
14 recommendations were made to encourage all PHI providers to adopt
measures that will enhance their products and services, improve market
oversight and transparency, and strengthen consumer education.

The Council was convinced in the early days of its history that public
education would be the most effective means of empowering consumers
— and that such education should start early in life. Hence, the Council
introduced the annual Consumer Culture Study Award back in 1999, a
flagship programme organised in collaboration with the Education Bureau
to encourage secondary students to reflect on their own consumption
behaviours and generate interesting consumer issues for analysis.
Through field observation surveys, interviews, personal experience and
tests, participating students have the opportunity to establish positive
consumption values and attitude. Over the past two decades, more
than 78,000 students from 362 secondary schools have taken part in
the Award. Another youth education initiative, the “Best Consumer
Protection Legislation Advertising Award”, was piloted during the year to
promote the consumer protection message amongst the young generation
through the new approach of a short video production contest.
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Facing the challenge of a global marketplace and rapid technological
advancements, it is crucial for consumer organisations around the globe
to strengthen their bonds and enhance collaboration. The Council
regularly shares experiences and ideas on various consumer issues
with our counterparts around the world. During the year, the Council
signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with our counterpart
in Singapore, the third Asian country that the Council has signed similar
agreements with in the past two years. We have also signed MoUs with
all nine Mainland municipalities and Macau in the Guangdong-Hong Kong-
Macau Greater Bay Area, as they are important markets with frequent
cross-boundary consumer transactions. In addition, the Council has
reached an agreement with the China Consumer Association to join the
“Online Shopping Consumer Protection Express Platform” scheme, aimed
at building a closer partnership with major online traders in the Mainland
to handle cross-boundary consumer complaints.

As | mentioned earlier, the Council has witnessed several important
consumer-related legislations coming into force during its 45-year history.
Moving forward with the changes in different marketplaces, there
remains a need for other legislative amendments or new laws to provide
an effective, transparent and just regime under which both consumers
and businesses can trade fairly. One example is our advocacy effort in the
legislation of a mandatory cooling-off period. Working closely with the
Government, a three-month public consultation was completed during
the year. Views collected are now being carefully considered by the
Government. The Council will continue to research and advocate for the
right legislations in order to bring long-term protection for consumers.

Year 2019/20 has left a distinct mark in the history of Hong Kong.
However, we believe the role of the Council is as relevant today as it was
in 1974, and we remain resolutely committed to safeguarding consumer
interests in this age of digital innovation. The theme of the Council’s 45th
anniversary, “Uphold the Spirit of Consumer Protection, Embrace the
Future of Technology Innovation”, sums up our vision as we look forward
to the next 45 years and beyond. In the coming years and decades,
the Council will continue to uphold its role, moving at the forefront
to safeguard and promote consumer rights and interests. Just as we
resolutely fight the virus this year, we will overcome the challenges ahead.

Finally, | should like to take this opportunity to thank all our
stakeholders, in particular our partners in the Government, lawmakers
and the many thousands who have used our services both on and off-
line for their support. | should also like to express my gratitude as a
new incumbent for the advice rendered by our Council members, as
well as the excellent contributions by our dedicated staff under the
leadership of our Chief Executive.

Mr Paul LAM Ting-kwok, SC
Chairman
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