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Consumer protection is by nature responsive to the
changing tide of fortune of the economy. As an open economy
and marketplace, Hong Kong is wide open to the impact of a global
economy currently in uncertainty and, at times, turbulence. Hong
Kong is also in the midst of the world’s fastest emerging markets
in this region. The stage is set for a dynamic response in a new
realm of consumer protection.

During the year 2013-14 under review, the Council has
unveiled a 3-year strategic plan that will give us the new direction
and focus we need to meet the challenge in the way forward. The
task ahead promises to be as exciting, as it is demanding.

A new regulatory regime has dawned as the enforcement
of the Trade Descriptions (Unfair Trade Practices)(Amendment)
Ordinance 2012 came into force on July 19, 2013. The legislation
amendment has been on the agenda of the Council for years
in its unrelenting lobbying for greater legislative protection for
consumers. | am pleased to say our persevering effort is richly
rewarded.
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The Amendment Ordinance deals with a range of
unfair practices as revealed in consumer complaints brought
to the notice of the Council for redress. It prohibits false trade
description in relation to goods and services, misleading omissions,
aggressive commercial practices, bait advertising, bait-and-switch
and wrongly accepting payment. These are now criminal offences
under the law.

It is most encouraging to see that the massive educational
publicity generated by the Government and the Council has
resulted in growing consumer awareness and vigilance against
sales malpractices. With growing momentum over time such public
support will hopefully become a community force in an ongoing
drive against unfair practices in the marketplace. As with the other
consumer protection legislations called for by the Council, our
role is to monitor the trend of consumer complaints and foster
greater consumer awareness of any entrenched or nascent unfair
trade practices, on the one hand, and help enhance effective law
enforcement, on the other.

Equally crucial is the enactment of the Competition Ordinance
and the establishment of the Competition Commission during the year.
Our indepth report released in December on the state of competition
in the grocery market has exemplified the need to address the alleged
abuse of substantial market power of the major supermarket chains,
and the detriments ultimately to the consumer interest. The Council
has forwarded to the Competition Commission the findings on this
sector for consideration as a matter of priority upon the impending
enforcement of the Competition Ordinance.

The year also saw the enactment of the Residential
Properties (First-hand Sales) Ordinance and the formation of
the Sales of First-hand Residential Properties Authority. Most
significantly, the Ordinance puts an end to the long-standing
practice of pricing first-hand property sales in terms of gross floor
area instead of, rightly, the saleable area. To enhance information
disclosure and consumer protection, consumers have now a forum
for easy up-to-date online access to property sales in the market.

In the meantime, we are continuing with our series of
sectoral studies on competition and trade practices. In addition,
the Council has initiated a number of legal studies, including
exploring the feasibility of an arbitration model as an alternative
dispute resolution for aggrieved consumers. Also in the pipeline,
as part of the 3-year plan, is the study on the introduction of
a cooling-off period in transactions between consumers and
businesses giving consumers the right to rescind from such
transaction as online and telemarketing purchase, and in prepaid
contracts, involving large monetary sum and long period of
commitment.
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Continuing high inflation is an area of concern especially
to the hard-pressed consumers in the face of rising food
costs and prices of basic daily necessities. The Council spared
no efforts in what it could effectively do to help consumers
alleviate their predicament - by way of online market
surveillance of supermarket prices and through our regular
programme of surveys and comparative testing of consumer
goods and services to help consumers secure value for money
and other essential requirements such as quality, performance
and safety. A case in point concerned our tests on rice and
honey revealing the vulnerability of consumers to dubious or
harmful ingredients that went into the foodstuffs without their
knowledge.

Moreover, for instance, in the public scramble for baby
milk powder, the Council was quick to investigate on the supplies
and prices of the product and provide guidance to the anxious
parents. In response to the wave of online shopping which is
also attracting growing consumer complaints, the Council has
undertaken a series of surveys on such topics as online booking
on hotel, airline tickets, and packaged holiday tours, and even on
online dating services primarily to alert consumers to the risk of
abuse of personal privacy, and potential frauds and scams.

Besides economic factors, the changing social
environment brought on by demographic factor affects our
planning ahead. In the face of an ageing population (a global
phenomenon), we could well envisage the emergence of a
growing market of goods and services targeting the silver-
haired consumers. Our concern is to raise public awareness to
safeguard the consumer interest of the senior citizens in the
market. We have already made a start in reaching out to this
target group through joint education projects in collaboration
with social agencies and community centres.

At the other end of the age spectrum are the young
consumers. We will turn increasingly to mobile communication
technology to reach this group. We are exploring various
options. The day may come soon when not only the young but
all consumers with mobile phones could conveniently access our
customized online consumer information like consumer alerts,
product recalls, price surveys, or even CHOICE reports. The
Council’s website would also be revamped to facilitate more
interaction and communication with consumers adept with the new
social media these days.
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These are some of the issues and achievements | hope to
share with you. Allin all, we are well on our way to accomplishing
the new goals, strategies and initiatives set out in our 3-year
plan. The coming year, 2014-15, promises to be a year of historic
significance - the 40th Anniversary of the establishment of the
Consumer Council. A full programme of events and activities is
in store for implementation throughout the year. The support
of our stakeholders and the public is important to undertake
the colossal amount of work in the years ahead. | would like to
extend my utmost appreciation and thanks to them for making it
possible for us.

In closing, | would like to take this opportunity to express
my sincere gratitude to the enormous invaluable contribution of
the Vice-Chairman, Mr. Ambrose HO, who retired from the Council
in October 2013, and 4 other retiring Council Members, Mr. Wilfred
LEE Yuen-kwong, Mr. Fred LI Wah-ming, Ms. Amanda LIU Lai-yun,
and Ms. Irene YAU Oi-yuen, for their devotion and advice. | would
also like to warmly welcome the incoming Vice-Chairman, Mr. Philip
LEUNG Kwong-hon, and Council Members, Ms. Linda CHAN Ching-
fan, Mr. Clement CHAN Kam-wing, the Hon. Steven HO Chun-yin,
and Ms. WONG Shu-ming. Last but not least, | owe my heartfelt
gratitude to the dedication, diligence, and professionalism of the
Chief Executive and her team.
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