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MESSAGE FROM THE GHIEF EXEGUTIVE
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The year under review has probably been the most eventful
and challenging in the Consumer Council’s 45-year history.
Affected by months of social unrest and then the COVID-19
pandemic, our daily lives and a large part of the economy had
to shut down. With the uncertainty in the pandemic situation,
consumers are facing new challenges to maintain life as usual
while protecting one’s health. This will also be one of the
Consumer Council’s key focus in the coming future.

The pandemic has certainly weighed in on our work. We
responded by switching to crisis mode in the fourth week
of January and moving with great urgency to ensure
that the Council was able to maintain most of its normal
services to the public — while also making sure our staff
were given appropriate protection. This was facilitated
by the use of IT and mobile technology such as video and
audio conferencing, as well as setting-up a VPN and FTP
server to aid home working.

Although all five Consumer Advice Centres were closed
temporarily, hotline staff continued to handle public enquiries
and complaints whilst staying at home using mobile office apps.
Once we resumed normal business operations in early March,
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staff were allowed to report to work on “flexi hours”, and we arranged
frequent sanitisation of office areas and the distribution of face masks,
wet wipes and gloves for their use. Some public events planned and many
education talks scheduled by the Consumer Education department were
inevitably affected, resulting in postponement if not cancellation.

As regards helping the public to fight the virus, we proactively
disseminated information to quell online rumours about product
shortages, as well as tips and alerts to help consumers make rational
decisions before rushing to make unnecessary purchases. We reposted
our earlier test reports on hand washing products, wipes and sanitisers
for free download on our eCHOICE website in early January, resulting in
half a million downloads.

The cost of masks spiked before the Lunar New Year with some
pharmacies doubling or tripling the price. The Council inspected dozens
of pharmacies and found vast variations in price. We strongly urged
traders to fulfil their social responsibility amid the virus outbreak, and
not raise prices exorbitantly in the face of supply shortage.

The Council has received many enquiries and complaint cases directly
or indirectly related to the COVID-19 pandemic. Complaints related to
travel services rose to the top of the list, recording an unprecedented
3,810 cases in 2019/20, mainly due to disruption of travel plans. The
bulk of the complaints involved air tickets, hotel bookings and outbound
tours. While some airlines or travel agents refused to cancel or refund
the bookings, others imposed administration charges for any variation or
termination of an itinerary, causing consumer dissatisfaction.

During the year under review the Council received 68,815 enquiries
and 26,545 complaints, representing a 10% decrease and 5% increase
year-on-year respectively. Following travel services, the next four
top categories of complaints were related to medical services,
telecommunications services, electrical appliances and food and
entertainment services.

Complaints related to medical services shot up by 27% this year reaching
3,088 cases, stemming mainly from the closure of a number of medical
centres that failed to provide HPV follow-up vaccination services.

Even worse, there was a large number of shop closures totalling 3,078
cases, ten times more than the number in 2018/19. Understandably, a
large number of dispute and complaint cases became unpursuable or
unresolved once the traders ceased their business; and even for those
that struggled to stay afloat, conciliation was difficult as the traders
were less co-operative in offering settlements.

While fighting the virus on the one hand, the Council has maintained
business as usual on the other. During the year, no fewer than 52 reports
on various product tests, surveys and research work were released. The
most popular issue of CHOICE Magazine for this year was one featuring
a test report on air-conditioners, which revealed that the cooling
capacity and energy efficiency figures for certain models have recorded
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deviation. The topic that drew the most concerns was food safety, with
ten reports on the subject issued last year touching on such products as
sashimi, baked food, vegetarian meat, dried spices and lozenges.

Looking at our work from a longer-term strategic perspective,
“Sustainable Consumption” has been a key initiative of the Council
in recent years. In particular, nurturing a responsible consumer
culture has become increasingly important. A wise consumer in the
21st century is someone who is not only looking out for good-value
purchases, but is also a responsible citizen who consumes rationally
and not wastefully, showing care and concern for the environment and
the well-being of the community as a whole.

“Earth 2038” is a consumer education project targeted at primary school
students. After a year of trials, the project went into full operation this
year. We use “experiential learning” to instil in the minds of children
the values and attitudes of a responsible consumer. So far more than
1,000 participants from 31 schools have found the activities helpful in
enhancing their awareness of sustainable consumption.

Environmental elements were incorporated into 24 of our product tests
and market survey reports this year, representing around a third of
the total — for instance, tests on dishwashers, LED light bulbs, wireless
chargers and the durability of domestic electrical products. Consumers
were advised to choose products with better durability to minimise
unnecessary waste. In the 16 March issue of CHOICE Magazine, an
editorial entitled “Be a Sustainable Consumer”, was published to urge
the public to take solid actions to preserve the environment. It was
accompanied by a downloadable “Mini-Game Challenge”, allowing
readers to self-assess whether they were a “qualified” or “superbly”
environmentally conscious consumer.

Internally, the Council has adopted a Green Procurement Practice and
is on track to achieve its five-year target of a 10% reduction in energy
consumption by 2022. Other environmental initiatives have become part
of our daily habits in the office such as cutting down on water and paper
usage, minimising the use of disposable items and making sufficient
stainless steel utensils available in the pantry.

The Council enters its 46" year as | write. Management is acutely aware
of the need to stay relevant to younger and tech-savvy consumers.
Hence, consumer protection for digital or e-commerce transactions
has been our focus, while online and social media platforms have been
our tools. We have also revamped the CHOICE subscription portal
to deliver a better subscription experience and we are in progress
to rebuild the Council's website to broaden our commitment to the
public. On top of our current presence on Facebook and YouTube,
we are exploring the launch of new platforms such as WeChat and
Instagram, to expand the Council’s virtual exposure and add strength
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to our social media presence. Consumers have also found our “Online
Price Watch” mobile tool useful: launched in July 2019, it makes it
more convenient for consumers to compare supermarket prices of a
chosen item anytime, anywhere.

Looking ahead, the Council will continue to increase resources to
enhance digital consumer protection. The difficulties in tracking and
tracing a trader online pose challenges to the consumer and even the
regulator. One of the Council’s surveys this year found that the success
rate for consumers obtaining refunds of goods or services purchased
online was less than 50%, despite the vendors’ claims of “guaranteed
goods return/refund”. The survey revealed that online shopping, albeit
convenient, is potentially risky. We reminded traders that providing
goods that fail to match their descriptions could amount to violation
of the Trade Descriptions Ordinance. We also advised consumers to
exercise extra care in making online purchases from overseas, given
the impact of foreign exchange rate changes and the shipping or
administrative costs involved in product returns.

Technology is also the backbone for the Council’s “back of the
house” infrastructure, we have enhanced our human resources
and financial management systems. The upgraded human
resources management system went live in mid-2019 and now
offers many employee self-service features.

As a consumer watchdog, we have established close collaboration with
our counterparts in other jurisdictions over recent years to strengthen
consumer protection and dispute resolution. In 2019, an informal IT
Expert Advisory Group was established by the Council, inviting experts
to share their views on the state of digital development in the region
on timely issues such as virtual banking, e-payment and artificial
intelligence. Besides its collaboration with the Mainland and the
signing of Memoranda of Understanding with neighbouring countries,
the Council is an Executive and Council Member of Consumers
International (Cl), a global federation of over 200 organisations from
close to 100 countries and regions. | was honoured to be appointed
as Vice President of Cl’s Board of Trustees for the second time in a row
this year, and my team and | were actively involved in the Cl’'s World
Summit to present the work and views of the Council on different
issues to our global counterparts.

Finally, for maintaining our resilience and achievements in the
year, | have to thank all staff members of the Council; without
their dedication and perseverance, we could not have been able to
achieve so much. | am also indebted to Members of the Council for
their trust, and the leadership of our Chairman who has always been
the source of inspiration.

Gilly WONG Fung-han
Chief Executive
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MANAGEMENT TEAM OF THE GONSUMER GOUNGIL
5/%%%%5\ %TEE (2019.04.01 - 2020.03.31)
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Head of Legal Affairs Division
Ms Terese AU-YEUNG Kar-wai
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Principal Complaints & Advice Officer
Ms Sana LAI Tik-shan
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Head of Finance & Administration Division
Ms Stephanie LING Yee-mi

ST RATBGER AR

BRI

Principal Research & Survey Officer
Dr Keith KWOK Wing-yin
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Principal Planning & Trade Practices Officer (Acting)
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Head of Information Technology Division
Mr Ricky NG Chi-wah
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Principal Public Affairs Officer
Ms Deanna CHEUNG Kin-wah
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Head of Human Resources Division
Mr LEE Wing-kai
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Head of Consumer Education Division
Ms Carmen NG Ka-man
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