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Market surveillance continues to be one of the most important activities of the ‘-\

Council's work. This involves collecting timely information on the ever-growing
range of goods and services available in both the physical and e-marketplaces,
and analysing this data to help consumers shop wisely with clear pricing and
value comparisons. Prices of groceries and daily necessities are monitored on
a continuous basis, while other widely-used products and services or those
in rising trends are the subjects of periodic special surveys. These surveys are
aimed at providing clear and accurate information to the public, a key enabler to
consumer empowerment.
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Market Surveillance

Given the rise in e-commerce, digital services and the change in
consumption under the recovery of the pandemic, the Council
continued to expand its market surveillance’® efforts in the year under
review. Apart from the longitudinal monitoring of grocery prices at
major retail chains including supermarkets, a wide range of studies
covered staycation packages, overseas moving services and pet
relocation services. Meanwhile, surveys on home mortgage loans and
virtual bank services were conducted to strengthen financial consumer
protection. In addition to scrutiny of the licensed columbarium
services in Hong Kong, the Council co-operated with the counterpart
consumer protection organisations in Macau, Guangzhou and Foshan
to examine the local regulations of the columbarium niches provided
to Hong Kong consumers.

10 See Appendix 7 for the list of survey and service study reports published in 2021-22.
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Annual Supermarket Price Survey

In the year under review, the Council announced its 2020 annual
supermarket price survey on the aggregate average price (in
short, “price”) for a basket of 230 top-selling items sold in 2 major
supermarket chains based on scan data, revealing a 1.9% year-on-
year (YoY) rise compared with 2019. The survey found significant price
increases in 9 product categories (0.6% to 19.9%) and 35 product
groups (0.4% to 25.1%), both higher than the increase of the Composite
Consumer Price Index for the corresponding period (0.3%).

The basket of 230 items was broadly divided into 13 categories and
51 product groups. 9 of the 13 categories recorded an upward
trend, with a price increase ranging from 0.6% to 19.9% YoY, while
4 categories were down by 0.4% to 1.6% YoY. The analysis showed
that the prices of 36 out of the 51 product groups were up by
0.2% to 25.1% YoY. The product group leading the price surge was
canned meat, with an average increase of 25.1%, followed by canned
vegetables/soup (17.7%), canned fish (15.4%), salad dressing/pasta
sauce (15.2%), pre-packaged cakes (13.3%), carbonated soft drinks
(11%), frozen dim sum/meals (10.1%) and frozen meat (10%). In
contrast, the prices of 15 product groups were down YoY, from
0.4% to 4.2%, with chocolates/confectionery (-4.2%), adult milk
powder (-3.3%) and toilet paper/facial tissues (-2.9%) showing the
largest drops.

As COVID-19 has badly affected the economy in the past 2 years,
the Council urged supermarket groups to shoulder more social
responsibility and tide over the difficult times together by refraining
from increasing the prices of staple food and daily necessities. On the
other hand, the Council reminded consumers to compare product
prices carefully for a smart consumption choice.
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Online Price Watch

Daily prices of around 2,300 products from online food stores,
supermarkets and personal care stores were collected and listed
on the Council's “Online Price Watch” (OPW) website. Features of the
website include “Top Price Differences”, “Highlight Products”, “Price
Drop Products” and “My Favourite”, etc. Consumers could compare
online prices of food and daily necessities while staying at home. As
demand for Rapid Antigen Test (RAT) kits has increased under the
pandemic, such products have been added to the website to facilitate
price comparison. The average number of unique visitors to the mobile
and desktop OPW sites per month were 15,150 and 7,877 respectively.

Rapid Antigen Test Kits

The fifth wave of COVID-19 broke out in Hong Kong in early 2022, with
the number of confirmed cases peaking in early March. As nucleic acid
testing took a relatively long time to complete, many organisations
and consumers had to adopt COVID-19 RAT products for preliminary
testing, so as to identify patients early on and take appropriate
quarantine measures and treatment.

As demand soared, the supply and variety of RAT products in Hong
Kong also increased, selling both online or in physical stores, and
many consumers made relevant enquiries to the Council. Most of
the products at that time claimed to be approved in other countries
or regions, yet few products were listed in the Medical Device
Administrative Control System of the Department of Health (DH) in
Hong Kong. Consumers had difficulty finding reliable information
about these products.

Swiftly responding to the situation, the Council, within 10 days,
developed a “Search Tool for Rapid Antigen Test (RAT) Kits Approved

for Use by Various Regions

" to help consumers determine whether

a RAT product had been approved by the Government, the DH and/
or relevant authorities in some other jurisdictions, including the
Mainland, the European Union and the United States initially, and
subsequently extended to cover Macau, Singapore and Australia in
the second stage. Over 400 products were included in the database.
Since some products were marked with local brands, the Council, with
assistance from the Hong Kong Association of the Pharmaceutical
Industry, invited local traders who claimed to sell RAT products under
the official lists of various countries or regions to provide their product
information and declarations.
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Home Mortgage Loans

As Hong Kong property prices top the world, mortgage repayment
expenses remain a heavy and long-term burden on many Hong Kong
citizens. The Council’s survey revealed that even though the residential
and car park mortgage plans from different banks appeared more or
less the same, their total interest expenses could vastly vary due to
different mortgage rates.

Mortgage plans in Hong Kong can mainly be categorised into 2 types
— prime rate (P) and Hong Kong Interbank Offered Rate (HIBOR;
in short, “H") mortgage plans. Prime rate is the rate at which banks
usually grant loans to their most creditworthy clients. Each bank
can set its own prime rate and publish the rate on its website. The
mortgage rate of P plans is calculated by P minus a certain percentage,
with no interest rate cap set. P mortgage plans are applicable to
a larger number of property types than H mortgage plans and
mortgage insurance programmes. On the other hand, H refers to
the rate at which inter-bank loans in Hong Kong Dollars are made for
different loan periods and is calculated and published by the Hong
Kong Association of Banks every day. As H is subject to changes such
as capital flows in the market, it tends to fluctuate more than P. For
HIBOR mortgage plans, the mortgage rate is usually calculated by H
within a period of 1 month plus a certain percentage.

In the survey, the Council reviewed 78 residential and car park
mortgage plans from 18 local banks in August 2021, covering prime
rate mortgage plans, HIBOR mortgage plans, mortgage insurance
programmes, as well as Government housing and car park mortgage
plans for analysis. The survey also explained and compared the
pros and cons of prime rate and HIBOR; the risks in mortgage plans,
cash payment plans, and stage payment plans for properties under
construction; potential handling fee and penalty interest; the mortgage
insurance programmes and deposit-linked mortgage plans available in
the market; and mortgage plans for Government housing schemes.

Taking the interest rates on 16 August 2021 as an example, for a
property valued at $8 million with a term of 25 years (assuming the
mortgage rate remains unchanged throughout the loan tenor), the
total interest expenses of the maximum (2.95%) and minimum (2.50%)
P mortgage rate from different banks on the same day could differ
by 20% ($3,321,020 and $2,768,577 respectively). Similarly, the total
interest expenses of the maximum (1.71%) and minimum (1.36%)
H mortgage rate could also differ by 27% ($1,838,137 and $1,442,197
respectively). The minimum P mortgage rate (2.50%) and the minimum
H mortgage rate (1.36%) showed an almost one-fold (92%) difference.

When choosing mortgage plans, consumers were advised to pay
attention to the procedures involved in home purchase and mortgage
application, as well as the time and documents required. Home
buyers should cautiously assess their own purchasing power, current
and future expenditure as well as the stability of cash flow to avoid
oversight. Comparison of mortgage plans among several banks,
developing a clear understanding of the terms and conditions, and
considering different repaying methods are also deemed necessary
for obtaining home mortgage loans.
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Virtual Bank Services

Virtual banks, with innovative financial technology (Fintech) and
enhanced user experience as their selling points, have steadily
commenced operation in Hong Kong. Compared with traditional
banks, virtual banks in the city are still at early stages of operation
and mainly provide basic banking services, such as demand deposits,
time deposits, cash withdrawals, local transfers, etc., yet their long-
term development should not be underestimated as many offer high
deposit interest rates and spending rebates as promotional offers,
proving considerably attractive for mobile banking-savvy consumers.
A number of virtual banks have also advertised innovative banking
products that will be readily rolled out to offer a more convenient and
diverse experience for their customers.

The Council surveyed the services of 8 virtual banks in Hong Kong
and summarised 10 key tips for those interested in setting up a virtual
bank account. Consumers were recommended to pay heed to:
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Faced with a barrage of advertisements, consumers were advised
not to base their decisions purely on rewards and welcome offers.
The Council also reminded the general public that Hong Kong's virtual
banks are utilising Fintech to progressively expand various banking
services, such as launching numberless debit cards to enhance
security, time deposit maturity dates designated by customers, etc.
All of these would further increase market competition for banking
services.
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Overseas Moving Services

Relocating the whole family overseas could be hectic. Despite there
being many matters to attend to, consumers should not gloss over
the quotation details and delivery time of moving services. The
Council surveyed a total of 15 moving companies on overseas moving
services, focusing on the costs and relevant arrangements for moving
a houseful of belongings from Hong Kong to London, UK or Toronto,
Canada as examples. The moving service contracts of 12 of the
surveyed companies were also inspected.

The survey found that the quotations amongst different movers
showed huge disparities of as much as over 1.5 times (London) and
1.6 times (Toronto), while the final costs could also differ from the initial
quotations due to extra charges incurred for various reasons, such as
storage fee incurred from the delay of shipment. The survey revealed
that 5 movers would offload the relevant storage fee to the consumer
and 6 movers declined to comment on whether they would charge a
storage fee, reflecting poor information transparency.

The survey also revealed that the estimated delivery time under
regular shipping schedules could vary from a few weeks to several
months. However, disrupted by the pandemic, most of the movers
stated that the shipping schedule at the time of the survey was tight,
with only a small portion of shipment dates running as usual and open
to reservations. The Council reminded consumers that, owing to the
hefty costs and personal valuables involved in overseas relocation,
they must scrutinise the terms and conditions before confirming
an overseas moving service contract and not easily take the verbal
promise of the movers. Consumers should also pay heed to the
insurance arrangements to avoid risks of discrepancy.

Pet Relocation Services

Pet owners planning to emigrate with their pets might consider
subscribing to pet relocation services to meet the regulation and
required procedures of different regions. The Council conducted a
mystery shopping survey by asking quotations from 11 pet relocation
service providers for relocating a cat and a dog to Australia, Canada,
the UK, the US, and Taiwan. The survey found that the quotations
lacked specificity, with a wide discrepancy between the standard fees
and the actual expenditure at the end.

Different service providers included different items in the standard
fees of their quotations, so it is not wise to compare them directly,
and consumers should not judge the value of the proposal based on
the standard fees alone. Among the 11 service providers in the study,
9 offered a quotation for relocating a dog to Australia but the standard
fees and the actual expenditure could differ from 15% to 190%.
The differences were mainly due to the exclusion of the relatively
substantial fees for the pet's shipping, quarantine and import permit
from the standard fees, which the clients need to settle directly or
reimburse the service providers afterwards.
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Only 3 service providers voluntarily provided a more detailed
quotation and terms, while many missed important information such
as the import permit or customs clearance fees. The quotation should
also indicate the payment method with clear terms and conditions,
and policies on rescheduling and early termination. This could help
avoid disputes resulting from overly general quotations.

Private Columbarium Services

Not only are property prices in land-scarce Hong Kong the highest
in the world, demand for columbarium facilities has also outstripped
supply, with private columbarium niches fetching several hundred
thousand and even up to a few million dollars in some cases.

The Council surveyed the service and fees of 7 licensed private
columbaria in Hong Kong, and found the interment rights fees to
vary considerably. Among the 5 columbaria that offered niches for
public purchase or rental, 1 let out the interment rights of niches for
a uniform annual rental fee of $5,000, while the remaining 4 leased
or sold the interment rights for a lump sum ranging from $198,709
to nearly $2.49 million for single niches and $200,000 to nearly $5.2
million for double niches. In addition, 4 private columbaria did not
allow a name change of the niche user after signing the contract,
while another 3 allowed such at an extra charge, amongst which only
1 columbarium clearly stated a handling fee of $6,000. Furthermore,
1 columbarium would charge a one-off management fee of over
$30,000 for each double niche, while another requested a lump-
sum charge of $16,500 to $27,000 per niche user for the stone slate,
cremation urn, interment ceremony and cleaning.

The niche interment period of 6 columbaria would expire at the end
of May or end of June 2047. If the Government agrees to renew the
land lease, in which case the columbaria can pay a land premium
to continue the service, 6 columbaria stated that individuals who
already had the interment rights of niches would have to share the
land premium and pay all related fees in order to continue using the
facilities.

In a separate survey of 3 service providers for private columbarium
niches in Macau, Guangzhou and Foshan, it was revealed that the
cost for some columbarium niches outside Hong Kong could be lower.
For instance, a single, double niche and clan niche for up to 18 family
members available in a private columbarium in Macau would cost
$160,000 to around $3 million. Another service provider claimed that
upon purchase of a local tablet for couples priced at close to $90,000
to over $280,000, the customer could receive a complimentary single
niche at a designated columbarium in Guangzhou. However, the
3 columbarium operators declared that consumers needed to handle
related procedures themselves for transporting the cremains to the
niche location for interment.
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Having enquired with counterpart consumer protection organisations
in Macau, Guangzhou and Foshan about the legality of the
3 columbaria, the Macao SAR Government Consumer Council
expressed that the columbarium site was approved for change of
land use by local authorities, to build an ancestral memorial hall, and
renewal application in accordance with statutory regulations was
required. The Guangzhou Consumers' Commission replied that the
columbarium was classified as a religious institution in the local area,
allowing ancestral worship for religious followers only, while public
sales, advertising, speculation and price-raising were not allowed. The
Foshan Consumers’ Commission did not partake in relevant affairs
but provided the relevant regulations of Guangdong province for
reference. Consumers were reminded to pay heed to the statutory
regulations of different regions as well as the interment arrangements,
and ensure that they fully understand the content of the contract and
detailed charges before making a decision.

Staycation Packages

Due to travel restrictions during the pandemic, staycations have
gained popularity among locals. The Council surveyed 36 hotels with
staycation packages in Hong Kong and the findings from 19 hotels
were consolidated to compare the arrangements in the event of
suspected or confirmed cases of COVID-19 at their premises. Amongst
the 19 hotels, 20% would not undertake to notify customers under
any circumstances, while over 60% did not take the responsibility
for notifying guests who booked the accommodation via third-party
travel websites. 17 declared that they would exercise discretion
for affected customers in the event of confirmed cases, including
postponement or refund, but some stated that an administrative fee
would be charged. 5 expressed that customers would be allowed to
choose free postponement or a full refund, setting a good example
for other hotels. However, 2 hotels stated that if confirmed cases were
found, they would not offer any arrangements such as refund or free
postponement.

If confirmed COVID-19 patients had used the hotel's facilities or
services, amongst the 15 hotels which offered buffets, two-thirds (10)
had no clear arrangements while only 5 said that business would be
suspended, or that deep-cleaning and disinfection would be arranged
at the restaurant. For the 19 hotels that had swimming pool/gym
facilities, 12 did not have clear arrangements, while only 3 confirmed
they would close the concerned facilities for 14 days starting from
the announcement date of confirmed case. As for the 10 hotels with
beauty, massage and spa services, half (5) failed to provide detailed
arrangements, or said it depended on the recommendations from the
Department of Health. In view of this alarming situation, the Council
urged the industry to implement stringent anti-epidemic contingency
measures, so as to allow guests to enjoy their vacation with peace of
mind, and to enable effective handling by the hotel if confirmed cases
arise.
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Textbook Price and Expenditure Surveys

The Education Bureau (EDB) appealed to textbook publishers in 2020
to freeze their textbook prices under the epidemic situation, and most
publishers responded accordingly.

However, according to the Council's survey published in July 2021 on
the prices of 851 commonly used textbooks from 24 publishers, the
prices of over 90% of the 2021/22 school year textbooks had climbed
by $0.5 to $13 (0.9% to 5.2%), resulting in an overall average increase
of 2.4% YoY, while the inflation rate remained unchanged (for the
12 months ending May 2021). An average of +2.4% for primary school
textbooks and +2.3% for secondary school textbooks were found. All
textbooks with a higher price surge did not fall into the “Recommended
Textbook List” by the EDB.

Students’ expenditure was directly driven up by the price increase
of the majority of the textbooks. The Council collected textbook
lists of the 2021/22 school year from 57 primary and 50 secondary
schools and found that primary and secondary school students spent
an average of HK$3,083 and HK$2,887 respectively for mandatory
textbooks and learning materials, showing a YoY increase of 5.3%
and 3.6% respectively, both greatly higher than the 0.4% inflation
rate (for the 12 months ending July 2021). The survey showed that
the expenditure was subject to many key factors such as the number
of textbooks and supplementary exercise books, the reduction in
discounts from publishers as well as changes in learning materials.
The Council recommended that schools reuse and recycle learning
materials, which can help promote environmental protection and
reduce expenditure on textbooks.
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