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Major Breakthroughs Despite Pandemic’s
Headwinds

The past year was marked with continued disruptions to the
economy and local businesses as the COVID-19 pandemic
entered its second year - yet on the other side of the coin,
people became more agile in the new normal. Watching the new
economy and marketplace increasingly evolve from offline to
online is as exciting as it is challenging for the Council and many
local consumers.

Despite these unprecedented challenges, the Council remained
focused on its objectives and goals in 2021-22 to protect and
empower consumers by disseminating information, organising
public education activities, and effectively handling and
resolving complaints, as well as working in partnership with key
stakeholders such as the Government and the media. The Council
also saw a number of breakthroughs and milestones in the year,
including the 45th Anniversary of CHOICE Magazine and the
launch of a new website, integrated with the eCHOICE platform,
making 2021-22 another momentous year in the Council’s history.
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Information Empowers Consumers

Possibly the most potent tool for enhancing consumer protection is
to empower consumers to shop smart through timely dissemination
of information about major products and services in the marketplace.
As consumers increasingly shop online and gather information from
the Internet, the Council’'s website has become its most important
touchpoint with the public. It has therefore become crucial for us to
undertake a major makeover of our website, packing it with 4 major new
functions and more than 200 free “Shopping Guide” articles covering 9
product categories, to enhance the overall navigation experience.

The new website optimises our online enquiry and complaint services
to reinforce consumer safeguards in dispute resolution, supported by a
user-friendly e-Form. For CHOICE subscribers, it offers a Product Picker
feature to compare easily the ratings and details of each product in
specific tests. During the 12 months under review, the Council's website
recorded 7.8 million page views, with peaks seen for several popular
CHOICE topics, in particular the test report on pre-packaged biscuits in
October 2021.

We did not, however, lose sight of the needs of many consumers who
still prefer to lay their hands on the physical publication CHOICE, which
marked the significant milestone of its 45th year in circulation in 2021.

Circulation of the magazine has now reached over 200,000, up from
40,000 when it was launched in 1976, making it one of the bestselling
monthly publications in Hong Kong. We began the celebrations with a
special event at the annual Book Fair in July 2021, and invited Olympic
gold medallist Guo Jingjing to grace the cover of the November issue.
The finale of the celebrations was an online quiz contest in late 2021,
giving out a total of 131 CHOICE covers autographed by 12 iconic
celebrities or groups to share the joy with readers.

Amongst issues published this year, the top seller covered test results
on pre-packaged biscuits, revealing that some were found to contain
genotoxic carcinogens. Ranked second and third were the issues about
meatballs and cast iron cooking pots respectively, a clear indication that
public health remains a primary concern among consumers.

Enriched Media Partnership for Consumer
Protection

The well-established Consumer Rights Reporting Awards (CRRA) which
has been successfully held for 21 years underwent a major revamp this
year in an effort to keep pace with the new media landscape where
social media journalism is fast becoming mainstream. Various enhanced
features were added to the CRRA such as piloting of the social media
category, reworked categories, awards structure, judging process,
judging criteria and cash prize value. Importantly, public participation in
the form of voting was also introduced for 2 categories to raise public
awareness on consumer rights.
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Safeguarding the Vulnerable

In the past year, 1,053 complaint cases were filed by consumers aged 65
or above. With the biggest increase in complaints among all age groups
during the period - and at 36% compared with a year ago, it was a fairly
substantive hike. To further safeguard interests of the ‘silver-haired’, we
appointed our first group of senior educators through the Pilot Educator
Scheme for Senior Citizens (ESSC) and launched a brand new Elderly
Hotline in early 2022. The ESSC is aimed at training senior educators
to host community talks for their fellow elderly, sharing the latest
consumption-related information with them and also strengthening
their support for each other through the social network. The dedicated
Elderly Hotline provides a user-friendly service for elderly consumers,
encouraging them to seek help, make enquiries or lodge complaints in
case of disputes with traders.

Apart from senior citizens, our public education efforts were also
directed towards youths and mentally handicapped consumers.
The objective is to empower them with the right knowledge to fight
against trade malpractices in the marketplace. In collaboration with
the Education Bureau, the Council continued to educate young
consumers via its flagship programme, the annual Consumer Culture
Study Award, which attracted 597 teams, covering over 2,500 students
from 77 secondary schools. Another initiative, Earth 2038, which is
an experiential learning journey to instil the concept of sustainable
consumption to young students, continued receiving enthusiastic
support with the participation of over 3,600 students from 32 primary
schools in the 2021/22 school year.

The third group of vulnerable consumers are those with special needs.
The “Support Programme for Persons with Special Needs” entered its
second year in 2021. The programme was designed to empower social
work and education practitioners, who would then deliver consumer
education workshops for persons with autism spectrum disorder, mild
intellectual disability, and common mental disorder, enhancing their
self-protection capacity.
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Handling Complaints of Diverse Nature
Under the New Normal

The emergence of a new economy and the “new normal” way of life
under the pandemic has radically changed consumer behaviour. Online
purchases of goods and services have grown substantially, not only
in volume but in value too, resulting in a growing number of related
complaints. In particular, the number of complaints about online
clothing and accessory purchases has spiked, as have those related to
online food order platforms. Meanwhile, as outbound travel dwindled
amid the pandemic, the “staycation” trend continued to flourish,
alongside a corresponding surge in complaints.

After a steep increase in complaints at the beginning of the pandemic
outbreak in 2020, mainly due to travel restrictions and the shortage of
anti-epidemic supplies, the situation in 2021 showed a gentle decline
in light of the stabilised supply of anti-epidemic products. In total
29,207 cases were received in the year under review, a slight 2% year-
on-year (YoY) increase, but the total value involved was a staggering
HK$1.11 billion, a 62% YoY surge; this was due mainly to the purchase
of properties and the closure of a beauty chain. Complaints relating to
properties have been consistently on the rise for the past 3 years and
the amount involved in the reporting year reached HK$730 million, a
96% increase from a year ago. Amongst the complaints, the purchase of
properties outside Hong Kong was concerning, rising 12% YoY.

As consumers have been spending more time at home during the
pandemic, the number of complaints related to electrical appliances
soared to a 5-year high, while those involving furniture and fixtures
rose by 20%. Food and entertainment services ranked second, while
telecommunication services clocked the third-highest number of
complaints with 2,224 cases recorded, as more families shifted to
working and schooling from home. Looking ahead, the Council needs to
pay heed to new consumer complaint trends amidst the new normal.

Since the outbreak of COVID-19, apart from updating the dedicated
“hub” of the website, we have consistently issued test reports related to
combatting the pandemic. Entering the second year of the pandemic
in 2021, we remained diligent in conducting tests and surveys on new-
fangled anti-epidemic products that had cropped up in the market.
Additionally, as more people stay at home, our safety tests on novel
kitchen appliances including cast iron pots and air fryers helped
safeguard consumers’ health, as did food tests on ham, biscuits and
other popular groceries.
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Annual Consumer News Voting Reflects
Key Public Concerns in 2021

Public voting of the annual Top 10 Consumer News organised by the
Council in collaboration with several media organisations continued
this year. The results were a good barometer of consumer issues
attracting wide public concern. Three of the 10 top stories this year
were related to the pandemic, including the closure of a cinema chain,
the ongoing disputes resulting from postponed or cancelled wedding
banquets, and the demand for foreign domestic helper quarantine
facilities far exceeding supply. Another 3 stories that made it to the list
were related to newly enacted or proposed bills, including municipal
solid waste charging, regulation of disposable plastic tableware, and the
ban on electronic cigarettes and heated tobacco products. The news
story about The Pavilia Farm lll, a major real estate project found to be
substandard during construction and was required to be demolished
and rebuilt ranked third amongst the top 10 while also receiving the
highest votes in the “Most Outrageous” news category.

Rising to the Challenge of New Market Trends

In fighting the pandemic alongside Hong Kong people in the past
2 years, the Council has remained steadfast in its mission, striving to
reinforce consumer protection with a special focus on safeguarding
public health and well-being. We are acutely aware of the need to rise
to the challenge from an increasingly digitised society and stay ahead
of market trends in order to uphold the best interests of consumers.
We have spared no effort in promoting responsible and transparent
practices by all merchants, both on- and offline.

Looking ahead, we are cautiously optimistic that we will be able to
achieve the Council's strategic objectives and meet the goals set for
the coming years, including sustaining our efforts to safeguard the
consumer interests of vulnerable groups and the wider public we serve.
None of this would be possible without the valued support and advice
rendered to the Council by our Members and Chairman, as well as by
the multitude of key stakeholders and partners. To all of them we are
extremely grateful.

Ms Gilly WONG Fung-han
Chief Executive
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