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The Consumer Council navigated through a crucial yet challenging time during
the review period and produced a few groundbreaking advances amid the
consumer paradigm shift made possible by new technology. We adapted and
responded to the changing needs at different stages of the pandemic period,
preparing ourselves in accordance with the preceding three-year strategy plan to
meet more challenges in the new normal and impending economic recovery. As
the Council is about to cross its half-century mark, we will work to expand the

new horizons for protecting and empowering consumers in Hong Kong.

For the Council, it was a year of déja vu. The fifth wave of the pandemic,
which was severe and had spread quickly, brought to light a series of
problems, including the scarcity of rapid antigen test (RAT) kits, and delays
in the delivery of online purchases and food orders. After the pandemic
had passed and the city had reopened, traffic-related problems reappeared.
The Council occasionally had to reprioritise its work based on the scenario
at hand, but it never stopped promoting consumer education with the use
of technology, cultivating media relationships, and providing legal support
through the Consumer Legal Action Fund.
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Even though the pandemic is over, it would be difficult not to wrap up our
work for the year without highlighting some of the novel strategies the Council
adopted in this unusual period. At the height of the most contagious season for
COVID-19 in early 2023, the Council established a search tool for registered
over-the-counter pharmaceutical products containing paracetamol, following a
skyrocketing demand for medication for fever and mild pain, and after receiving a
number of complaints about over-pricing and late delivery.

Our annual “Top 10 Consumer News — Year of the Tiger” provided a solid
illustration of what consumers were worried about the most. We discovered
that pandemic-related articles, such as RAT kits, flight reservations,
consumption vouchers and store closures, made up the top half of the

list. But the news story “Plastic Bag Levy Raised to $1  Frozen/Chilled
Foodstuff No Longer Exempt” topped the list with 3,463 votes,
accounting for 73% of the total number of voters, highlighting the
importance and application of sustainable consumption in consumers’

day-to-day lives.
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Buyer-Beware Cases During the Pandemic

Almost all businesses were hard hit by the protracted pandemic. We
stepped up and provided timely help and support to customers of affected
businesses and took the lead to coordinate with traders in handling issues
with consumers. Subsequent to the closure of 2 major fitness centre
chains in December 2021 and March 2022, whom we urged to properly
handle relevant customer service work, such as informing each customer
of the remaining prepayment balance and unused services, more fitness
centres shuttered during the year in review, which by industry, accounted
for more than 30% of all complaint cases related to shop closures in the
last financial year.

The untimely collapse of Crostini, a local bakery chain, which led to cake
voucher holders losing money last year, served as a reminder of consumer
interest in prepaid vouchers, another important subject that we dealt with.
Likewise, the demise of a 56-year-old travel agency, Hong Thai Travel,
during the extended travel shutdown, though it did not have a great
impact on travellers, shocked locals owing to its long history and leadership
position in the industry, as exemplified by our readers’ selection of the Top
10 Consumer News 2022.

Trade Malpractices in the Spotlight as Global
Travel Resumes

Particularly when cross-boundary and international travel resumed in early 2023,
travel-related complaints saw a sharp 158% increase to 3,341 cases, ranking
among the top complaint categories during the review period. In 2022-23,
concerns related to travel rose to the top spot, with 70% of the complaints
about online travel purchases. Over 80% of these were associated with
airline tickets (45%) and hotel reservations (38%), while some of them were
connected to the change in travel policies in Hong Kong and other places during

the pandemic.

To prevent imported cases of COVID-19, all arrivals from outside Hong Kong
were mandated to book accommodation at designated quarantine hotels from
December 2020. Complaints involving quarantine hotels when the mandate
was in effect rose by 4.8 times to 917 cases in the reporting period. Similarly,
complaints related to staycations, which were a favourite pastime of locals during
the pandemic, were mostly about sales practices or contract changes. These
short-term, post-pandemic problems are expected to improve as the city returns

to normal.
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The Return of Sales Fraud Against Mainland Tourists

As an international city, it is just as important for Hong Kong to uphold the
consumer rights of visitors as it is for locals. Sales malpractices and bad service
targeting Mainland visitors negatively impact the visitor experience and harm the
reputation of the Hong Kong's tourism industry, leading to visitor dissatisfaction
and frustration. Therefore, it is imperative for the travel industry to take proactive
measures to eradicate these problems and ensure a fair and enjoyable tourism

experience for all visitors.

Many of the sales malpractices involved the sale of Chinese medicine, as
customers must carefully examine the calculations involving price, currency
exchange and units of measurement (such as catty or tael) to ensure that they
are clearly stated on their receipts. We always emphasise to consumers that if
a merchant avoids price enquiries, they should be vigilant, stay calm and avoid
engaging in questionable or forced transactions.

Recovering from the Pandemic to the New Normal

While many of the changes experienced during the pandemic were temporary,
others ushered in a long-term new normal. As we returned our focus to the
main livelihood items that concern local consumers, we found in our annual
survey of supermarket prices that the aggregate average price of the principal
items in three major supermarket chains increased by 2.1% in 2022, the greatest
increase in 10 years, more than the 1.9% increase in the composite consumer
price index. The Council took a step further by analysing the average prices of 80
items before and after the three-year pandemic (i.e. from 2019 to March 2023)
using its supermarket price comparison tool “Online Price Watch”. It revealed a
12% increase in the aggregate average price of the 80 products. The worst was

canned food, which was 30% higher than it was before the outbreak.

We urge supermarket groups to assume their social responsibility by striving
to control prices of necessities like staple foods and groceries, because as the
Chinese saying goes, “firewood, rice, oil, salt, sauce, vinegar and tea” are all
necessities for every family. The Council will continue to closely monitor price

changes of daily necessities to help the public make wise decisions.
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Surging Digital Consumption and Complaints

Being in the Consumer Council for the past 10 years has allowed me to observe
how technology has affected the paradigm change in consumer behaviour and
how it has empowered consumers through making information more accessible.
The rise of social media has amplified the consumer voice and opened up new
communication channels that have brought about changes that have never been

seen before.

One of the most distinct changes in consumption patterns is the habitual
use of internet shopping. This also led to a surge in complaints, reaching over
14,000 cases in the year, a 68% increase, accounting for 44% of all complaints.
The category “Travel Matters” had the most complaints, followed by “Food &
Entertainment Services” and "“Clothing & Apparel”.

The Council will keep an eye on technological advances that allow for new
ordering and delivery methods in the food industry, which also experienced a
significant increase in complaints during the year, as more individuals chose to
stay at home during the pandemic. For instance, complaints related to online
food delivery platforms rose 57% year on year, and the amount involved soared

by almost 80%, mostly involving late or incomplete deliveries and price disputes.

Another problem linked to the rise in online buying is the surge in online
fraud. One such instance involved a large-scale credit card fraud involving
unauthorised international transactions, which initially came to light on social
media but was quickly resolved by the bank, which pledged to reimburse its

cardholders for any losses.

Given the increasing use of Al in the digital world, we will periodically examine
and respond, where necessary, to the megatrend for the benefit of our business
operations and ultimately, Hong Kong consumers. To better serve consumers
through their preferred channels, including our website, mobile app and social
media platforms, we will also work to improve our digital capabilities.

The use of new technology can help achieve our mission to benefit all
consumers. During the year, we launched a brand new virtual reality (VR)
programme as part of our ongoing “Support Programme for Persons with
Special Needs”, whose aim is to educate and empower persons with special
needs to protect their consumer rights, generating positive publicity and feedback.
Leveraging the immersive experiential learning offered by VR technology, many
users reported that the programme made a significant difference in their ability
to navigate and experience virtual simulations of real-world consumption
environments, assisting them to acquire necessary skills to avert unscrupulous

sales tactics deployed by fitness centres and beauty parlours.

18 Consumer Council 2022-23 Annual Report

BEFHBLR R
SENBE 10 FONEG TIFNER - BRF
T REI R R R R B T RO
BEEREAT S ENTLERRE - AR
BOEE  SHBEEEANEER - FHA
THORERE - ARAFREMNE -

HEp—ERABAHERAEEEATRNLE
Y- BEERDEEERL  AENRFTEE
N MEREEES 14000 ;R (REZM
68%) > TMAREIZFME R 44% - Hp TIRESE
%1 NRFERS » HRR T REMRERT
B TIRYDEETE 4

ZEHRATRLZEER  ARIEHEFAN
WLATBRMEARRZAE TR
i - BRHESNEREFEHBNRF  ZEE
BEINY 57% 0 B REEARE LI 80% 0 ERE
HERRIXE AT BERNERFE -

MBRTAITAENS — B ER TR ERER
EPER - AP —RERER - BRRERREER
ENERRBERERS  BEmERSELRE
Bl SraRERITAERE  WAGER
SRERFFABE—EL -

BENRATERAERBLRANERBHEZ &
TASEBERAMBEEENMNRER  HFIH
ERERNBERES  WAEVERFLOE -
REFwGRA "8IS o MBREREES
BEEAMEMNRE - Pl - FHRERRE
A RERE TS - R FIREEITAIRT -

MR ER KRB A S IERN fEdh © ENEKR
HEE - ERFER BMHE THRBEAL
XEEE L T HERY —EERNNEREE
(W) AeERESRE - BRRAZBAINRE
BHRBEATREB S HEERNED - LA
BESBEEZRE  HRADEANEEH
BEIEE - BRTMNERT  RANERER
= ERT  BREESPONERGRN
HEHERR  WRPET VRN &5
HERREHETIE -



Celebrating a Half-century with the Public

Since its founding in 1974, the Consumer Council has consistently stood up for
consumer rights, never wavering from our commitment to advance consumer
welfare through safe, sustainable consumption in a just and fair marketplace. We
understand the importance of our mandate for safeguarding consumer interests
and will continue to look for innovative approaches to deliver our duties more
effectively and efficiently.

The Council is therefore on schedule to accomplish the five primary objectives
we established for 2022-23 in our three-year strategic plan. Given the
importance of reorganising and catching up with the Council's work and plans,
we are pleased to report that we are fully on track on our mission to fully
protect Hong Kong consumers.

Having laid a strong foundation, we anticipate another busy but fruitful year
leading up to our 50th anniversary. | would like to thank everyone involved,
notably the Chairman and Council Members for their guidance, and Council staff
for their coordinated efforts to help with the post-pandemic recovery and the
creation of a more resilient, inclusive and sustainable future.

Ms Gilly WONG Fung-han

Chief Executive
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