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The Consumer Council enjoyed a busy and extremely fruitful year under review,
not least because of its golden jubilee milestone and the series of memorable
celebrations associated with it, which | had the great pleasure to lead and be
personally part of.

The year 2023-24 was our first full reporting year following the lifting of social
distancing measures. As the pandemic and associated woes subsided, we were
able to redirect our efforts towards consumption issues more closely tied to the
livelihoods and daily lives of the public, as well as new ones that have arisen on
the journey to post-pandemic and socio-economic recovery. The resumption of
normalcy also meant that various longer-term efforts that had stalled during the
pandemic, such as some of our legislation and advocacy work, now resumed its
pace. The Council's 50th anniversary theme, “Smart Consumption . Fuelling the
Economy”, proved a precise summary of both our objectives and the outcomes
of our work for the year.

Evolving in Line with Public Needs for Half a Century

For many people, the Consumer Council is more than just a household name.
[t serves as an “encyclopaedia” for every aspect of daily life — from the little
things (in size but not in significance!) such as groceries and daily essentials, to
medium-sized purchases such as household appliances, all the way up to major
investments such as housing and property. In all these areas, the Council is
known for its reliable and in-depth studies, distilled into practical tips to help
consumers make smart consumption choices.

Throughout the years, the Council has kept close tabs on the public's concerns
by diligently monitoring consumption patterns and trends, then conducting
research and studies on a vast range of goods and services in the marketplace.
This has resulted in over 4,700 published reports — including product tests,
service surveys and consumer rights advocacy work — that address the prevailing
consumption needs of different age groups as well as those of vulnerable
communities, including senior citizens, young people and people with special
needs. These reports have placed consumer rights at the forefront of our
priorities.

In the 1970s, for instance, the global oil crisis saw inflation in the prices of many
essential daily commodities, yet the quality of these commodities was very
variable. One of the Council’s first initiatives was its “Daily Bulletin of Retail
Prices of Major Foodstuffs”, broadcast on the radio every morning from 1974 to
1975, which offered price comparisons for market shoppers. In the early 1980s,
when legislation on smoking bans in public areas came into effect, the Council
regularly published the test results on the tar and nicotine contents of cigarettes
conducted by the Government Chemist. In the early 1990s, the Council brought
concerns about the safety of various baby strollers and children’s toys to the
attention of the authorities and the public through its consumer alerts and test
reports. These efforts played a part in the eventual promulgation of the Toys
and Children’s Products Safety Ordinance in 1992, which represented a new
milestone for the safety of children’s products.
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During the SARS outbreak in the early 2000s, the Council conducted a series of
research activities and surveys on surgical face masks, sanitation and disinfectant
products, and supplies claiming protective efficacy against SARS. It was even
more active when the COVID-19 pandemic hit in 2020. Then, the Council
launched a dedicated one-stop webpage that provided consumers with free,
timely and reliable anti-epidemic information, produced a video on how to make
an effective DIY face mask when market supplies were scarce, conducted tests
on virus-prevention products, and later developed and launched search tools
for rapid antigen test kits and for medicine containing paracetamol. In short,
we addressed consumers’ most pressing concerns at every stage of the anti-
epidemic journey.

In the current reporting year we have surveyed a number of trending services
and goods, including online food ordering platforms and probiotics products,
as well as areas linked with sustainable consumption and waste reduction such
as greenwashing activities, grocery bags in online shopping, online second-hand
sales platforms, green mortgage plans and ESG investment.

With tourism regathering momentum in the year, various travel-related products
and services also came under our radar. These included suitcases, airline
compensation for mishandled baggage, travel insurance, overseas wedding photo
services, complaints against air ticket bookings, and the “Northbound Travel
for Hong Kong Vehicles” scheme. Overall, our efforts were geared towards
addressing the most current consumer needs and trends on the one hand, while
at the same time maintaining our ongoing market surveillance of the goods and
services that are indispensable to everyday life.

Evolution of Information Dissemination Channels

Of course, we cannot talk about test reports and surveys without mentioning
the iconic CHOICE Magazine. CHOICE has always been one of our key
information dissemination touchpoints with the public, and through it we have
created many collective memories for almost 50 years now. In that period,
not only have the research topics covered in CHOICE moved with the times
and trends, but the magazine's format has also changed in line with the public’s
changing media consumption habits.

The inaugural issue of CHOICE, featuring a product test on cooking oils,
appeared in 1976 at a cover price of HK$1. The magazine had its first major
revamp in the 1980s, immortalised by its most iconic cover ever, featuring
superstar Leslie Cheung. CHOICE Magazine's all-time best-seller was its August
1988 issue, which included a groundbreaking product test on condoms. This
issue flew off the shelves and was reprinted several times, ultimately recording a

since-unsurpassed historical high circulation figure of 73,000 copies.
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A shift towards digitalisation started at the turn of the century with the
introduction of the online version of CHOICE (“eCHOICE") in 2004. In 2021,
we launched a new website that integrated eCHOICE with the Council's
official website, as part of our response to the changing media consumption
habits of consumers. Since then, we have embraced various social media and
e-communication channels to meet popular demand, including Facebook in
2016, YouTube in 2018, WeChat in 2022, and Instagram in early 2024. To date,
the website has accumulated 13 million total page views, while our YouTube
channel has garnered 4.7 million views.

While on the topic of digital transformation, we were honoured that CHOICE
received two prestigious accolades at the 8th Media Convergence Awards
organised by the Hong Kong Association of Interactive Marketing during the
year. In recognition of its efforts in utilising technology to disseminate news and
information, it won a Gold Award in the “Magazines (ESG)” category and a
Bronze Award in the “Magazines (Social Media)” category.

Our efforts to disseminate information effectively also owe a huge debt to
the ongoing support of the mass media, with the Council recording over
5,400 cases of relevant media coverage during the year. Through the annual
Consumer Rights Reporting Awards (CRRA), we celebrate and recognise
outstanding journalism in the reporting of consumer-related issues. For the
23rd CRRA in the year under review, we received a record-breaking 373
entries from 42 news organisations, social media platforms and educational
institutions, including 10 first-timers. Since its launch in 20071, the CRRA has
received a total of 4,510 entries, a figure which reflects the pivotal role of the
media in raising public awareness of consumption topics.

Resolving Consumer Disputes

Complaint trends and figures have always been accurate and important
indicators of the most critical consumer concerns and current affairs issues. As
COVID-19 reached its tail-end and pandemic-related issues subsided, we saw
a clear shift towards other key consumer concerns. With the city once again
beginning to buzz with life, entertainment and travelling became the categories
that attracted the most complaints. Inevitably, accelerating inbound and
outbound tourism and the business of “fuelling the economy” brought with them
arise in consumer disputes.

At the top of the list were complaints related to food and entertainment
services: they recorded a staggering 76% year-on-year increase, with 5,648
cases in the year under review. “Travel matters” was the third highest complaint
category with 2,673 cases, although this did represent a 20% decline compared

to the previous year.
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Mega events kick-started the city’s efforts to rejuvenate the economy and travel
industry, while air travel also picked up in the year. These developments led
to two incidents that triggered great public concern, namely the cancellation
of many Cathay Pacific flights during the peak travel season, and football star
Lionel Messi's controversial non-appearance at the “Tatler XFEST: Hong Kong
Team vs. Inter Miami CF” exhibition match in February 2024. Responding to
a flurry of media enquiries on the first of these issues in press statements and
interviews, the Council urged the airline to ensure it maintained adequate
manpower and had contingency measures in place to avoid upsetting consumers’
holiday plans, especially during peak seasons. In response to the latter issue,
which generated around 1,500 complaints, the Council took proactive steps to
conciliate all parties and address public concerns. In addition to issuing several
media statements, the Council liaised closely with the event organiser to identify
potential solutions, and ultimately helped ensure a smooth 50% refund was
offered by the organiser to allay ticket holders’ dissatisfaction.

Tackling Trade Malpractices Against Tourists

Over the past five decades, the Council has “named and shamed” a total of
120 traders for unfair trade practices, such as misleading or high-pressure sales
tactics. Those named have included fitness centres, beauty centres, pharmacies
and timeshare companies, among others. Naming is not carried out lightly. It only
occurs after careful consideration and a great deal of research, involving traders
who have committed serious and repeated transgressions.

During the reporting year, the Council publicly named and reprimanded four
Chinese pharmacies in a prime tourist district for unscrupulous trade practices
involving “catty-to-tael” scams and “ingredient-grinding” strong-arm tactics,
which were detrimental to consumer rights. By continuing these malpractices
despite the Council's repeated conciliation efforts in response to complaints, the
four pharmacies were severely jeopardising Hong Kong's reputation, especially at
a time when the retail industry was recovering in the wake of the pandemic. The
Council took this action to convey a strong message of intolerance to the “bad
apples” of the industry. The move also reflected the rise in complaints received in
2023-24 about unscrupulous sales practices targeting tourists.

Empowering the Next Generation of Consumers

To educate is to empower. The Council's longstanding commitment to consumer
education was worked out in its earlier days through community activities in
conjunction with the dissemination of information in print publications and
through the mass media. Its first consumer education teaching kit created with
the Education Department in the late 1970s was widely adopted by schools. In
1980, the Council organised its first Consumer Education Seminar in partnership
with the International Organisation of Consumers Unions (IOCU) (the
predecessor of Consumers International), attended by delegates from over 20
countries and regions.
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Since the setting up of a dedicated division for programme expansion in 1998,
the Council has made huge progress in consumer education both in terms of
diversifying the target groups reached and adopting new technologies to enrich
programme content. Following the introduction of the Consumer Culture
Study Award (CCSA) in 1999, our programmes have branched out to embrace
various specific consumer groups. They have included “Earth 2038's Learning
Journey of Sustainable Consumption” developed for primary schools in 2017,
the “Support Programme for Persons with Special Needs” in 2020, and the
"Educator Scheme for Senior Citizens” in 2021. In early 2023, we piloted a
groundbreaking virtual reality (VR) initiative for the second of these target
groups, leveraging immersive technology to create role-play simulations of two
sales malpractice scenarios.

Another significant milestone was reached in the year under review with the
inauguration of the Smart Consumption Academy (SCA) programme for
secondary school students, developed in collaboration with the Education
Bureau. Succeeding the 24-year-old CCSA, the new SCA is designed to keep
pace with rapid technological advances and evolving education modes. It aims
at nurturing a new generation of smart consumers by providing them with
crucial knowledge relating to topics such as rational consumption, sustainable
consumption, and caring for the community.

Another 50 Years of Consumer Protection

We have come a long way since 1974, and | am excited to be embarking
on our next chapter of consumer protection, which will be increasingly
fuelled by Al-enabled solutions and innovative strategies in today's world of
digital transformation. The free distribution of CHOICE Magazine in January
2025 marks a new era in information dissemination, as we take consumer
empowerment to the next level by providing more accessible information and
more interactive communication channels.

| wish to take the opportunity of this momentous 50-year anniversary to express
my sincerest gratitude to all our Chairmen and Council Members, both past and
present, for their guidance, to our stakeholders for their support, and to Council
staff for their concerted efforts in powering this half-century vessel in its voyage
to consumer protection, both in the decades past and the years ahead.
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