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In the wake of the technology megatrends and the paradigm shift in sustainable
consumption, | am pleased to report that the Consumer Council has proactively
responded to the rapid changes in consumer behaviour and set new horizons in
consumer protection, particularly in artificial intelligence (Al)-led consumption.
During the year, the Council prioritised safeguarding consumer interests in both
the physical market and cyberspace, and it will continue its mission as we embark

on our 50th year.

Technology has taken us to a new world. Various new technologies have
emerged from time to time in the past decade. While Fintech has long been
leading the digital transformation, the real game-changer is the use of Al,
particularly in the consumption landscape. All these cutting-edge technologies
have had a significant impact on consumer decisions, purchasing patterns,
consumer behaviour and interaction among businesses. In light of this, the
Council understands the importance of staying abreast of these irreversible, fast-
changing developments and advocating for policies that promote consumer

protection and trust.
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The Council has also been closely monitoring and engaging with the
development of online shopping and digital payment systems, which have
become part of the new normal in the post-pandemic period. For instance,
more e-payment options are now available to consumers, while numerous
consumption traps and scams have also cropped up. Indeed, a substantial portion
of the complaints the Council received during the year, 44% to be exact, were
related to online shopping.

Managing Double-edged Technologies

One of the reasons why the Council is concerned about Al is that many
Al applications process personal data. The more consumers leave their
digital footprints, the more exposed they are to being profiled.
Future technologies may be able to comprehend consumer
preferences even better than the consumers themselves,
yet the predictions and outcomes may also be biased. The
use of Al can definitely benefit consumers, but it is also
necessary to mitigate its associated risks to safeguard
consumer interests.
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In our pioneering study on this topic, “Fostering Consumer Trust — Ethical
Avrtificial Intelligence in E-commerce”, the Council found that many consumers
have not yet developed habits to protect their personal data, which might
expose them to abuse by unscrupulous traders. To further responsible
Al development in Hong Kong and empower consumers to enjoy the
convenience and benefits brought by Al, it is crucial to advocate a responsible

and ethical Al policy direction.

In view of this, the Council recommended a three-pronged strategy to
continually enhance the policy framework, the effectiveness of digital
governance among traders, and the capacity of consumers to protect
themselves. An extensive campaign was also rolled out in major media,
along with a webinar event, co-hosted with the South China Morning Post,
that brought together local and regional e-commerce leaders, e-tailers and
techpreneurs for such a discussion.

During the year, the Council actively participated in many different public
consultations regarding the digital economy, including the e-HKD, virtual
asset (VA) trading platforms, following the submission of our views
concerning crypto assets in the previous year. As Hong Kong is one of the
leading jurisdictions to regulate VA trading platform operators, we believe
the best way for Hong Kong to protect consumers is through proactive

policies and measures.

Another area worth highlighting is digital payment fraud, as a result of more
consumers linking their credit cards to their digital wallets, which on one hand
offers great convenience, but on the other hand introduces new risks that
consumers should be aware of. The Council also addressed the emergence
of the “"Buy Now, Pay Later” approach, a credit product similar to monthly
instalments, generally used for small-value payments for daily transactions.
Despite the claims to be “interest-free”, consumers should fully understand
the fees and related charges, and examine the terms meticulously to avoid
falling into the over-borrowing consumption trap.

As technology advances, so must our governance system. In the increasingly
complex cyberspace, the Council believes it is necessary to reform the
cybercrime law, including the introduction of an accreditation scheme for
certifying cybersecurity professionals, as detailed in its submission to the Law
Reform Commission. A champion of financial inclusion, the Council also supports
fair digital finance, which was at the top of the agenda of World Consumer
Rights Day in 2022. The Council will continue to proactively work with the
various stakeholders, law enforcement and the regulatory authorities to enhance

consumer protection in all these areas.

Spreading Consumer Messages Across Digital Media

Technology also offers new opportunities for engagement with consumers.
Recognising the increasing use of digital systems between traders and
consumers, the Council followed the online trend by encouraging various
media to promote consumer protection information through the Consumer

Rights Reporting Awards, which we have proudly organised for 22 years.
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As the first-ever trial among similar awards, we introduced a new category,
“Best Use of Social Media in Consumer Advocacy”, which acknowledges the
use of social media to advocate for consumer rights and interests. Another
whole new award, called the “Topical Reporting Award”, was introduced
to actively promote discussion of a specific consumer protection issue. The
first theme for 2022 was “Protecting Consumers under E-commerce”,
selected in response to the large number of new e-business models that had
flourished and the related consumer risks. The aim of this annual topic was to
urge the e-commerce industry to improve its service quality and to educate
consumers on the relevant legal safeguards. We also piloted public voting for
two categories, the “News Photography Award” and the “Tertiary Student
Journalism Award”, introducing direct interaction with consumers to engage
them in recognising outstanding journalists, organisations and media outlets
that have contributed to consumer protection and advocacy. The endeavour

was an unprecedented success.

To continue developing new avenues for engagement and advocacy, the Council
launched the Consumer Council's WeChat Official Account in June 2022.
As an important step to broaden the Council's presence on social media, the
WeChat account provides timely and relevant information, including 450 free
shopping guides, hot consumption topics, price-comparison tools, and common
consumption traps and complaints for incoming tourists to be aware of — all at
their fingertips.

The Council understands that new technologies have to be applied proactively
to our operations, especially to fulfil consumers’ growing demand and heightened
expectations for more efficient and effective complaint handling. During the
year, we spearheaded our new online dispute-resolution system, and we plan
to introduce a brand new interface in the next year or two to help consumers
around the world shopping in Hong Kong to resolve consumption disputes and

complaints in a cost-effective and time-efficient manner:

Rising Need for Sustainable and Environmentally
Friendly Consumption

Hong Kong people have become significantly more aware of their surroundings
due to the pandemic. One example of this is that many are concerned about
sustainable consumption, particularly the environmental impact of throwaway
items, such as face masks and rapid antigen test (RAT) kits, which were used to

safeguard human health during the pandemic.

Also, as consumers have been spending more time at home, combined with
rising local electricity costs, they have become increasingly concerned about
energy efficiency when purchasing household appliances. The Council’'s tests on
all electrical appliances therefore endeavour to include a comparison of energy

efficiency to cater for this rising trend.

These environmental issues have been aggravated by other worldwide events,
particularly the global energy crisis, which sparked a dramatic increase in
electricity prices in the year under review. As a result, consumers around the

world are clamouring for cleaner and more affordable energy.
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In 2022, over half of the newly registered private cars in Hong Kong were
electric vehicles (EVs), thanks to a first registration tax concession whose aim
is to reduce air pollution. With the rapid adoption of EVs, however, the Council
recorded a whopping 339% year-on-year spike in the number of EV-related
consumer complaints, owing mainly to parts shortages and delayed delivery. In
the reporting year, 79% of all complaints related to the purchase of new cars
were related to EVs, involving a total of over $43 million. Furthermore, the
Council is actively involved in issues related to the energy market. Examples
during the year included our submission on the Mandatory Energy Efficiency
Labelling Scheme (MEELS), supporting the addition of three more product types,
i.e. gas cookers, gas instantaneous water heaters, and Light-emitting Diode (LED)
lamps, in the fourth phase of the Scheme.

Recognising the global trends in the transition to clean energy, the Council
supported the World Consumer Rights Day's theme this year to act against
extreme weather resulting from global climate change by alleviating consumers
from the rising cost-of-living and helping to meet the net-zero targets by
promoting global access to sustainable energy. Some 80% of consumers
worldwide are making serious adjustments to pay for energy, according to
Consumers International, and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
aims to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by at least 40% by 2050. The growing
Hong Kong consumer attention to the environment was also exemplified in the
government’s initiative to raise the plastic bag levy to HK$1, which received the
most votes in our annual Top 10 Consumer News voting campaign in 2022.

More Consumer Empowerment in the Next 50 Years

The Coundil is thrilled to be celebrating our 50th anniversary next year. For half
a century, the Council has played an instrumental role in ensuring that businesses
operate ethically and transparently, and that consumers are empowered to make
informed choices. It is truly remarkable to observe how the forces of digitisation,
and in particular; consumer forces, have radically altered our society and economy
in the past 50 years. Each decade was characterised by its unique consumer
issues and consumption environment, and through identifying and addressing
both time-specific and longstanding key consumer concerns and opportunities,
the Council has contributed to shaping many positive developments in Hong
Kong's history of consumer protection. As we celebrate this milestone, we owe
a debt of gratitude to our founders and past leaders, who laid a solid foundation
and set a positive momentum that we strive to maintain today.

Since our establishment, we are proud to have become the trusted voice for
consumers, yet our endeavours to champion consumer rights will not end there.
Looking ahead, we are more than ready to face the new challenges brought
by emerging technologies and the rapidly changing consumer landscape with a
positive and proactive attitude, to continuously evolve and progress in sync with
today's dynamic world.
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Our forward-thinking missions are embedded in our three-year strategic
plan from 2022-23 to 2024-25, which we will continue to work towards —
the Council will focus on safeguarding consumer interests under the digital
economy, enabling informed consumption choices for better quality of life,
equipping targeted vulnerable consumers with proper knowledge and skills
for self-protection, sustaining and developing partnerships to synergise works
in consumer protection at the international, Mainland (including the Greater
Bay Area) and local levels, and upholding the Council as an effective, high-
performing statutory body through staff enrichment and strong corporate
governance.

Having been on the board since 2014, | am no stranger to the work and
people of the Council. Yet in my first year as Chairman, | have tangibly felt an
even greater responsibility now to work closely with more stakeholders and
Council Members to uphold the Council's mission and pave the way for the
years to come. | am particularly thankful to our team of dedicated staff and
management, who pulled together, worked even harder, and went beyond the
call of duty during the difficult three-year pandemic. My heartfelt gratitude also
goes to all Council Members and the many important stakeholders and partners
with whom we have worked during the past 12 months for their unwavering
support and guidance. Indeed, the board's efforts, both the current Members
and all our predecessors, were acknowledged by the prestigious “Directors of
the Year Awards 2022", presented to the Council by the Hong Kong Institute of

Directors in recognition of its high standards for corporate governance.

A series of public activities have been planned to mark the Council's important
milestone next year, one of which is our first-ever “Consumer Rights Week”
with fun and engaging activities for the public. At this momentous juncture, the
Council remains unwavering in its passion and commitment, and will stay vigilant
against various risks against consumer rights. We will continue to advocate for
transparency, faimess and ethical practices in the marketplace, to build a brighter,
safer and more equitable future for consumers in our city.

Mr Clement CHAN Kam-wing, BBS, MH, JP
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