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While the year under review has not been without its frustrations,
as a rather robust economic recovery in the second half of 2021
gave way to a serious new wave of the COVID-19 pandemic
in early 2022, it has been a year of positive developments for
the Consumer Council. Under the new normal, the Council
has achieved several breakthroughs and innovations across a
broad spectrum of consumer protection work during the year.
This included the launch of a brand new website, a revamp of
the Consumer Rights Reporting Awards and the expeditious
dissemination of much-needed information on Rapid Antigen
Test (RAT) Kkits, to name a few. Perhaps most significantly, we
commenced a three-year strategic plan that will enable us to
chart new horizons going forward.
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Many online and offline retailers saw a welcome revival in business as
2021 progressed, though inevitably this was accompanied by a surge
in fraud cases or complaints about late or non-delivery of goods and
services. On the other hand, some other businesses still struggled
to survive or simply closed down, including a number of restaurants,
several major fitness centres and a cinema chain. These impacted
couples who had booked wedding banquets or consumers who had
prepaid for gym contracts or movie vouchers.

Strengthening Consumer Protection on
Purchase of Properties Outside Hong Kong

One key area of the Council's work is policy advocacy and engagement
with stakeholders including the Government, the business sector
and the media. In this regard, the Council published 2 major studies
covering purchase of properties situated outside Hong Kong (POH) and
sustainable consumption (SC), both the products of several years of
research.

POH have become increasingly popular in recent years, as evidenced
by the growing number of advertisements in various media. Complaints
received by the Council concerning such purchases have surged
from two or three dozen a year in the recent past to over 100 in 2021,
primarily related to trade practices. However, the promotion and sale
of POH is not generally governed by the current regulatory framework,
as estate agents dealing exclusively with POH are generally exempted
from licensing under the Estate Agents Ordinance enacted in 1997,
which focused on local property transactions. The Council’s study
report on the subject was extensive and comprehensive, covering
local and non-local legal research, analysis of complaint cases, surveys
of advertisements, mystery visits, stakeholder engagement and a
benchmark comparison with other jurisdictions. It concluded that there
was much room for improvement in the regulatory framework and put
forth 5 recommendations to the relevant authorities. These proposed
regulatory changes are not intended to make the purchase of POH risk-
free, but to safeguard consumers making these significant and complex
purchases by ensuring the presentation of accurate and adequate
information and the provision of professional services from estate
agents.

Promoting Sustainable Consumption for a
Greener Hong Kong

An equally important element of the Council's mission is nurturing
responsible consumption. We have been promoting SC for a number
of years and as part of these efforts, published a baseline survey on
consumer behaviour in 2016. In 2020, we tracked changes in consumers’
attitudes and behaviour, and monitored the latest SC developments
locally and overseas. The results were published in 2021.
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Our latest findings show marginal progress in terms of the 2 major SC
indexes. The index score of “Consumer Awareness and Attitude” has
increased from 74 in the baseline survey to 77 currently, while that for
“Consumer Behaviour and Readiness” has risen from 69 (Behaviour)
and 65 (Readiness) to a collective 71. Disappointingly, however, 32% of
respondents indicated they seldom or never recycled plastics, a step
backwards compared with 27% in the baseline survey. Clearly there
is much room for improvement and some challenging work ahead. In
this regard, we put forward 9 consumer-oriented recommendations'
for change, for the consideration of the Government, businesses and
consumers themselves.

Being the Voice of Consumers in Public Policies

During the year, the Council responded to various consultation papers
from the Government and other public bodies on regulatory and
legislative initiatives, mainly those covering environmental issues and
the use of plastics.

We believe that regulating disposable plastics by banning products
such as expanded polystyrene tableware in phases is an effective and
pragmatic measure to reduce plastic waste at source. The Council
believes Hong Kong has the capability to bring forward the timetable
for such regulations from 2025 in order to keep up with international
pace in this area of development. In parallel, the Government should
encourage the wider use of reusable tableware. Given the current
unsatisfactory recycling rate for plastics, it is a top priority to minimise
the environmental impact generated from such waste. To make
Hong Kong a truly green city, all single-use plastic products should
eventually be regulated, though higher priority and more stringent
control measures should be accorded to those products for which
sustainable alternatives are readily available in the market, or have
no essential need in daily life, such as excess packaging materials and
plastic shopping bags.

Besides speaking out on environmental matters, we commented this
year on the regulatory approach of cryptocurrencies and stablecoins.
Crypto-assets and stablecoins are highly volatile as compared with other
common investment products. Hence it is essential for the authorities
to anticipate changes in the market and adopt an adequate regulatory
framework. The Council believes regulatory oversight should cover
cryptocurrencies not only as an investment tool but also as a token for
daily consumer transactions. Even at the early stage of development,
the number of scams related to crypto-assets is on the rise and related
consumer protection is far from sufficient.

1 Details of the recommendations are covered in the chapter “Promoting Sustainable Consumption”.
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The Council's submission to the Hong Kong Monetary Authority on
the subject pointed out that as a leading global financial centre, Hong
Kong should take prompt action and align with international regulators
when considering an optimal regulatory model. Such a model needs to
cover a comprehensive consumer protection framework that includes
the regulation of promotion and sales tactics; the enhancement
of information disclosure in areas such as background of issuer,
authorisation status, risk factors and redemption arrangements; market
stability; and a high level of data privacy and cybersecurity.

Empowering Consumers amid COVID-19 Pandemic

Since the outbreak of COVID-19, the Council has consistently
disseminated test reports relating to combatting the pandemic. Over
the past year, we have remained diligent in conducting tests and surveys
on various new anti-epidemic products entering the market. With more
residents now cooking at home, the Council has conducted safety tests
on kitchen appliances such as cast iron pots and air fryers, as well as
food tests on ham, biscuits and other popular foods.

Demand for RAT Kkits soared in late February amidst the fifth wave of the
pandemic. The sudden influx of these kits in the market with different
countries of origin and international accreditations left consumers
bewildered. It was difficult for laymen to digest such complex
information let alone make informed purchasing choices. In response to
this urgent need, besides providing practical tips for selecting RAT kits,
the Council developed and released within 10 days a “Search Tool for
Rapid Antigen Test (RAT) Kits Approved for Use by Various Regions” to help
consumers verify and select suitable products. This topic generated
over 220 items of media coverage while the search tool clocked one
million page views in just 11 weeks, an exceptionally high usage rate.

Businesses have faced unprecedented hardships during the past 2 years
of the pandemic and it was very unfortunate that some have been
forced to close down. During the past year, a number of the closures had
considerable impact on consumers, including those of several fitness
centre chains, together affecting thousands of subscribers, and a major
cinema network for which pre-purchased vouchers or accumulated
incentive rewards could no longer be redeemed. Probably the most
serious case was the closure of Bonjour Beauty which operated beauty
salons and a massage parlour, resulting in 1,040 complaints involving
over HK$40 million. These incidents once again highlight the risks of
prepayment.
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To help revive the hard-hit economy, the Government announced a
consumption voucher scheme in mid-2021, sparking a shopping craze
amongst the general public. To prevent zealous consumers from being
blindsided by so many promotions and discounts, and overlooking the
terms and conditions of the offers, or falling into high-value prepayment
traps, the Council disseminated information to the public a month ahead
of the first disbursement, then again when the vouchers were released.
Along with the results of the Council’s survey on 250 traders, consumers
were provided with helpful tips on selecting the most suitable Stored
Value Facility (SVF) and reminded to spend wisely and shop rationally.

The fifth and most serious wave of COVID-19 in February 2022 brought
confirmed daily cases to tens of thousands and rumours spread of an
imminent citywide lockdown for universal testing. This led to a panic
buying frenzy, with long lines building at supermarkets where stocks of
fresh produce and other groceries were quickly depleted. The Council's
Chief Executive and | personally spoke publicly to urge consumers to
remain rational in stocking up food and other necessities, and gave
assurances that the Government was doing all it could, working closely
with Mainland counterparts, to alleviate any shortage of fresh food.

To make the situation even worse, prices at 3 major supermarkets
increased during the height of the pandemic, with an increase in
aggregate average price recorded across 11 product groups, the
highest being 24.8% when comparing March and January 2022 data.
We issued media statements calling upon traders to maintain stable
prices and stock levels, while advising consumers to compare prices at
different stores before making purchases in haste. In fact, our annual
supermarket pricing survey revealed that although there was a slight
1.9% drop in the aggregate average price of a basket of supermarket
goods in 2021, such marginal savings were unable to offset the
pandemicinduced surge in prices for common food and household
products during the first year of the outbreak.

Steering Long-term Vision in Safeguarding
Consumers

The pandemic s likely to linger, albeit on a more moderate scale. Despite
these uncertainties, the Council never loses sight of the importance of
longer-term planning and has put in place a three-year strategic plan
covering 2022-25, encompassing 5 major goals to guide its development
and direction, namely safeguarding consumer interests under the
digital economy; enabling better quality of living through informed
consumption choice; equipping vulnerable consumers - notably youth,
the elderly and consumers with special needs - with proper knowledge
and skills for self-protection; sustaining and developing partnerships to
synergise consumer protection work at international, Mainland/Greater
Bay Area and local levels; and upholding the Council as an effective and
high-performing statutory body through staff enrichment and strong
corporate governance.
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Going Beyond the Call of Duty

With Hong Kong again feeling the full force of the COVID-19 pandemic
in early 2022, it was only possible to get through such difficult times by
pulling together as a team, working even harder and going beyond the
call of duty. Therefore, | wish to extend my heartfelt gratitude to all our
staff and management who showed such impressive resilience, flexibility
and initiative. | should of course also thank Members of the Council and
the many important stakeholders and partners with whom we have
worked during the past 12 months for their unwavering support and
guidance.

This is the last full financial year | will serve as Council Chairman, having
had the honour and privilege to be part of the incredible organisation
since early 2019 and to play a role during one of the most momentous
and difficult periods in Hong Kong's recent history. | would like to
send my best wishes to the Council's new leadership, and | am sure
that under their guidance it will continue to innovate and rise to the
challenges in the many years and decades to come.

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