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COVID-19 has gripped the world in 2020-21, EBE—F 2019 BIRARSREB DI
causing not only economic hardships to FNMEBHHAZMPEBEAZITE T
millions but also the loss of loved ones for many. At SHLAKREER - BX 2R LER
the time of writing, it is encouraging to see the virus BREBARZE MMEEEZEN
largely brought under control in Hong Kong and SR EME R M IR AR 5 fE A
vaccination numbers increasing by the day, albeit DEHAER, EESE . BENL &5
at a slower than ideal pace. However, there is still HO R M S Y BT R R R A B A
a high degree of uncertainty as to whether il WR e R — s B
there could be yet another wave on the horizon, MERMZE-

given the highly contagious nature of the disease
and its potential for rapid mutations.



The pandemic has usurped our conventional ways of thinking,
working, and inevitably of making purchases. Consumer behaviour and
marketplace trends are very different today from just a few years back.
The hyperconnectivity of global e-commerce has empowered consumers
like never before, enabling them to locate objects of desire at the click of a
button instead of waiting for a bricks-and-mortar outlet to open. The fact
that the number of online traders has exploded, as anyone with a mobile
phone can set up shop in minutes, has further bolstered the options
available to consumers online. At the same time, consumption priorities
have seen a major upheaval. Regular purchases have shifted in the past
year from pleasure-focused items such as travel and clothing to health-
related goods, foodstuffs and daily necessities. The pandemic has thrown
consumers into crisis mode where health and well-being take priority.

While digital communication has empowered consumers to search for
information at lightning speed, the overload of information can also be
stressful to them as it is no longer an easy feat to differentiate between
accurate and fake news. Taking the shortage of toilet rolls and rice during
Lunar New Year last year as an example, false information, once viral, would
make consumers more prone to emotional purchasing, be it impulse
buying online or stockpiling daily necessities at supermarkets.

All of these changes, coupled with the pandemic, have placed the
Consumer Council in a very challenging environment during the year
under review. In the early days of the outbreak, our office was swamped
with complaints, ranging from delay or failure to deliver health-protective
goods to outright fraud, in which some online traders set up social media
accounts to sell a variety of items with no intention or ability to fulfil them.

Meanwhile as the pandemic persisted, the “stay-at-home economy” began
propelling the popularity of online shopping. During the past year, 41% of
the overall complaints received by the Council related to “Internet Shopping”,
almost double the figures of the previous year. The Council was equally
concerned about the prices as well as the quality and safety of pandemic
related goods that flooded the market. We acted swiftly by carrying out
tests and releasing prompt results on a broad range of disinfecting products
throughout the year.

Prices of masks and other anti-epidemic products including hand wipes shot
up multiple times compared with pre-pandemic days, and consumers were
further aggravated by supply shortages. Meanwhile, increased time spent at
home drove up demand for supermarket foodstuffs such as canned food and
daily necessities, resulting in higher prices. This was further exacerbated by
constraints on air cargo and shipping, leading to sharply increased prices for
imported foods. Most severely affected were those families and individuals who
had either lost their jobs or had their salaries frozen owing to the pandemic.

The price information in our supermarket Online Price Watch should
hopefully provide consumers with a useful tool to beat this wave of
pandemiclinked inflation. Our 2020 annual supermarket survey revealed
that despite the rapidly deteriorating economy, prices for certain foodstuffs
such as canned food rose by a staggering 20% from a year ago. As the
city's unemployment rate rose to record levels, the Council called on
supermarket groups to shoulder more social responsibilities and help
grassroots consumers tide over the difficult times by trying to avoid
increasing the prices of staple foods and daily necessities. The Council
also reminded consumers to compare product prices carefully for a smart
consumption choice.
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On a positive note, consumers’ awareness of the importance of personal
hygiene has heightened significantly. The city's lifestyle has also changed
dramatically, from residents eating out a few times a week to mostly
ordering takeaways or preparing meals at home, typically with a healthier
flair. The Coundil's tests on table salt were hence timely, and many were
surprised by the disturbing results: microplastics were found in some 20%
of edible salt products in the market as a result of human disposal of plastic
waste which ended up in the sea.

While the pandemic has raised our health-consciousness to unprecedented
levels, there remains much less sense of urgency and concern in the
community on the “routine” damage we are causing the environment.
The COVID-19 health crisis might indeed turn out to be an environmental
disaster, as people’s stay-at-home lifestyle has dramatically increased the
use and dumping of plastic containers of takeaway food and drinks. A
responsible consumer is one who consumes rationally and not wastefully,
showing care and concern for the environment as well as the needs of our
future generations; while an environmentally conscious trader is one who
is able to meet the needs of the consuming public with minimal impact on
the environment.

As | write, our second Sustainable Consumption Study Report has just been
published. It showed how consumers’ sustainable consumption behaviour
and awareness have changed since the previous study released 5 years
ago, and also showcased our ongoing efforts to promote sustainable
consumer behaviour. As a long-term strategic direction, the Council has for
years advocated for environmentally responsible consumption behaviour,
although driving behavioural change is never easy. Our study revealed
that consumers' recycling behaviour needed improvement. This should be
addressed by providing consumers with regular information and statistics
on recyclables, so as to increase public confidence in the recycling
management system. It would also take the tripartite efforts of the
Government, business and consumers to make any meaningful changes
to our environment. The organisers of the World Consumer Rights Day
have picked a most relevant theme this year: “Tackling Plastic Pollution”.

The Council has always acted swiftly to respond to changes in the market
landscape. COVID-19 has necessitated an even more responsive and flexible
approach to these challenges. The 4 waves of COVID-19 in Hong Kong in
2020-21 forced many, including staff of the Council, to work from home on
a roster basis for almost 4 months in total during the year, while ensuring
minimal impact on the Council’s service to the community. Fortunately,
some of our work in the past has proved its value and relevance during the
pandemic. For instance, the Council has in the past few years called upon the
authorities to tighten regulation on money lenders to ensure they market
themselves and lend responsibly and adopt measures to protect consumers
from malpractices. The drastic economic downturn as a result of the
pandemic has put many families in financial stress, prompting their thought
of seeking relief from money lenders. This makes it more urgent than ever for
the Government to act on the Council's recommendations contained in our
Money Lending — Reforming Law and Trade Practices for Consumer Protection
study reportissued in 2019, a few months before we were hit by COVID-19.

Despite the extra efforts spent on dealing with pandemicrelated issues
in the past year, it was largely business as usual for the Council in other
respects. We continued to work on new initiatives such as the launch of
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a new Oil Price Watch, an improved tool to provide the motoring public
with information on auto-fuel prices. In April 2020, oil prices made history
as this traditionally valuable commodity fell into negative territory, with
demand having all but dried up as lockdowns across the world kept people
indoors. While global investors pondered the cause and effect of the news,
consumers were naturally looking forward to substantial savings when they
filled up the tanks of their motor cars, but the reality was auto-fuel prices in
Hong Kong remained high during the year. To help motoring consumers, the
Council swiftly conducted its Auto-fuel Price Monitoring Analysis 2020 study
and released the report in May 2020, consolidating 7 years' data and showing
a consistent tendency of pump prices “more going up, less coming down".
The analysis further highlighted issues such as confusing discounts and
promotions, and general low transparency in the local auto-fuel market.

Information is power, and the Council’s fundamental belief is that
consumers are much more empowered if the marketplace is transparent
and there is timely and relevant information readily available to help them
make informed choices. Traders, on the other hand, must uphold and
enhance not just their quality of service and products but the amount
of accessible information about them. Looking ahead, the Council will
continue to adopt a pre-emptive mode in its advocacy work to identify
any inadequacies and shortcomings in consumer protection legislation, or
potential traps that consumers may fall into. It will also monitor and follow
up closely with various stakeholders and the Government to put related
policies into action.

The theme of our annual report this year is Standing with Consumers:
Weathering the Pandemic in Health and Unity. The Council will fight as
hard as everyone in Hong Kong to overcome the pandemic and we are
hopeful that life will be very different a year from today, when we have been
able to return to our normal routines. Hong Kong and indeed our Counclil
have weathered many storms in the past, yet we never lost sight of our role
as a statutory body, standing at the forefront to safeguard and promote
consumer rights and interests.

This year marks the 45th anniversary of CHOICE Magazine. Our mission and
commitment have never changed but have rather been fortified as we stay
abreast of the times. We are as determined as ever to safeguard consumer
interests by providing timely, reliable information to help consumers make
informed choices. The Council will also strive to advocate sustainable and
responsible consumption culture for our society.

In closing, I would like to express my indebtedness to our Council Members
for their contribution and advice during a most difficult year for the Council.
My gratitude also goes to the Chief Executive and her dedicated team of
staff for their agility, diligence and dedication to serve.

Mr Paul LAM Ting-kwok, SBS, SC, JP
Chairman
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