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Exclusive interview with TIC Chairman
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(Editor's note: TIC Chairman Mr Ronnie Ho was re-elected on 22 December 2006 for a term of three years until 2009. Both the inbound and outbound industries have
faced many challenges during the past few years, and for that The Voice interviewed Mr Ho in early March this year in order to find out his views on several critically
important issues the industry had to confront. Here is an excerpt of the interview.)

Zero-fare tours

News about zero-fare tours from mainland
China has been keenly chased after by the
media in the past couple of months. This problem,
in fact, has been around for quite a while.
Are there any methods to tackle it?

This is a very complicated problem because
it involves traders in various provinces and
cities on the mainland; no immediate solution
should be expected. But of course, that also
depends on the attitudes of our mainland counterparts.
If they try to actively find a solution, I won't
say there isn't any around.

When the TIC took up the duty of regulating
inbound agents several years ago, it also began to handle com-
plaints from inbound visitors. As Hong Kong has become rather
politicised over the past few years, and the media always tend
to cover bad news rather than good news, the problem of zero-
fare tours appears to be quite serious.

Is there anything specific the TIC can do to tackle the problem?

This problem has to be tackled by market forces. Negative news
stories about zero-fare tours have spread really widely on the
mainland, causing fewer inbound tours to come here. This can
be seen from the number of mainland inbound tours in the fourth
quarter of last year. The so-called zero-fare tour is actually a
commercial deal between mainland tour operators and Hong
Kong receiving agents. But you sti l l  have to show good atti-
tudes and adopt proper practices when providing services for
visitors, whether you're an inbound agent or a tourist guide.

Information travels very fast in mainland China nowadays, and



3The Voice of TIC
No.1 / 2007

��� !"#$%&'()*+,-.'/)001

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-./0123!4

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-./012345

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-./&'0123

�� !"#$%&'()**+,#-./0123$

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-./0123*#

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-./012+#$

�� !"#$%

�� !"#$%

�� !"#$%&'()*+,&'-./01234/

�� !"#$�%&'()*+,-./0123456

�� !"#$#%&'()*

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-./01234'

�� !"#$%&'()*+�,-.�/0123

�� !"#$%&'(()*+,-&. /012

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-./0123/0

�� !"#$%&'()*+,"#$%&-./0

�� !"#$%&'()*+$ ,-./0123

�� !

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-&./%0)1"2

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-./0�12345

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-./'012345

�� !"#$%&�'()*+,-./%&0123

�� !"#$!"%&'()*+,-

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-.,/01 234

�� ! "#$%&'()"*+,-./012 3

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-./012345$%

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-..//012&3

�� !"#"$%&'()*+,-./012345

�� !"#$ %&'()*+,-.�()/0�1

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-./01234�5

�� !"#$%&'()

the standard of living is very high in some big cities there. For
those who are rich, they' l l  go to Europe if they want to buy
designer brands. And many famous brands have started to set
up shop on the mainland. If our attraction is shopping alone, I'm
afraid it may not last long. Also, the travel pattern of mainland
middle-class people is somewhat similar to that of European
travellers. Many of them have cars, and they often travel around
by car during holidays. Having said that, for a country as big as
China, the living standard in many remote places is still rather
low, and residents there always want to join package tours. So,
there'll always be some inbound tours from mainland China.

Liability of outbound agents

The court has recently ruled that Kwan Kin Travel Services
has to be held responsible for the accident of a tour group
which happened outside Hong Kong. The TIC has been working
on a liability insurance research project for some time. In
what way do you think the project will help members?

Many traders are now very concerned about the liability of out-
bound agents. Take the Kwan Kin case. If the liability of outbound
agents has really become so varied, and there're so many causes
of an accident, then the most serious problem is that an out-
bound agent will become a worthless investment. An investor who
wants to invest in an outbound agent will ask himself or herself:
am I going to bear plenty of liability if there's an accident and the
liability of an outbound agent is far from clearly defined?

Two or three years ago when the American Society of Travel
Agents held its World Travel Congress in Hong Kong, we con-
sulted our American opposite numbers about this very matter.
They didn't have any viable solution either. In Hong Kong, buy-
ing liability insurance is much more difficult than in Europe and
America. It 's not just diff icult , but the cover isn't enough as
well. Even if you wish to buy liability insurance with cover of a
huge sum, no insurance company will take it.

In Europe and America, their tours, unlike Hong Kong's, are seldom
accompanied by tour escorts. Their tours are often taken care
of by the local receiving agents, and the tour participants will
join local tours that they find interesting. In this way, the con-
tractual relationships between various parties are clearly defined,
and so is their l iabil ity. It 's hard to say whether Hong Kong's
outbound agents are wil l ing to follow such a business model
when promoting and packaging their products. But if some of
them are will ing to do it and some aren't, then no one will be
doing it in the end. Sometimes, our traders are quite ready to
dump common interests just for an edge over their competitors.
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Relationships with hotels and airlines

There're quite a number of visitors complaining about the ever-

changing rates of hotels in Hong KongK The rates are up during

high season and down during low season. Isn't it the way ho-

tels the world over are doing their business?

Hong Kong's hotels are not merely raising their rates during
high season and then lowering them during low season. But
rather, they adjust their rates every month. That's why inbound
agents find it so difficult to arrange accommodation for visitors.
Apart from that, hotels are often unwil l ing to al lot rooms to
inbound agents, and some traders have cut deals with hotels
guaranteeing to rent a fixed number of rooms in a certain period.
All this has made life hard for inbound agents.

In the past, hotels used to give you a series of rooms, and tell
you, say, what the daily rates were, how much more would need
to be paid during certain periods, when you would need to give
back the rooms if you didn't need them, etc. That practice al-
lowed inbound agents to make good arrangements.

Hong Kong's outbound agents and airlines have been fight-

ing quite often during the past few years. It seems airlines

are trying to get rid of outbound agents and sell tickets to

travellers directly. Is that a global trend?

Yes, that's a global trend. Senior management of airl ines are
keen to use the Internet and other IT solutions to help them
sell tickets ever since they've discovered those IT distribution
channels, whose costs are very low. But the problem is they've
ignored the unique business environment in different markets.
And naturally many problems have arisen.

Also, many managers are now highly educated, and they have
no difficulty using the Internet to book tickets themselves. So
they don't need to rely so much on outbound agents. Outbound
agents used to spend much time cultivating customer relationships.
But nowadays, relationships of this kind are disappearing.

In the long run, outbound agents have to change. They have to
become professional service people, who help their customers
to find travel products and then charge them a service fee, just
like other professionals such as lawyers.

Future prospects and developments

An outbound agent closed down recently, and many travel-
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lers who had only bought air tickets were not entitled to
any compensation from the Travel Industry Compensation
Fund (TICF). The public have requested, again, that travel-
lers who have only bought air tickets should also be protected.
What's your view on this matter?

We've discussed it with the Government, and it 's incl ined to
provide protection although the views of outbound agents are
divided. If the TICF was to cover air tickets as well, which means
outbound agents had to pay a levy for the tickets they sold,
then the cost incurred would be shifted to the travellers.

As a matter of fact, the existing mechanism that protects trav-
ellers needs to be enhanced. For example, the regulations of
the Package Tour Accident Contingency Fund Scheme, which
offers up to HK$180,000 financial assistance to travellers, are
just too rigid. Sometimes, an accident happens, and the out-
bound agent pays all sorts of fees for its customers right away,
only to find out that it's unable to claim any money from the
Scheme later. As far as I know, several outbound agents were
unable to claim the money spent.

As a member of the Election Committee, which is going to
elect Hong Kong's Chief Executive (CE) this month, what do
you expect the next CE to do for the tourism industry?

Frankly, government policy may not have a direct bearing on
tourism. But if the Government can do a better job in public
consultation and internal coordination, and speed up some necessary
infrastructure projects, then tourism will also benefit. Also, the
Government must change its current mindset and stop think-
ing of turning everything into "world-class" structures. Otherwise,
everything will become property projects. As far as the next CE
is concerned, if he can keep our stability and develop our economy,
then tourism will grow. Our expectations are at the macro level,
not about any specific policy.

Do you have any advice for inbound agents?

We all know Macau has had a really thriving tourism industry in
recent years. Its visitor numbers are closing in on Hong Kong’s,
and mainland travellers are really interested in it. As for visitors
from Europe and America and other places, their interest in
China has become very strong in the past few years, and they
sometimes will just go directly to mainland China without stop-
ping by Hong Kong. These are factors that might affect Hong
Kong tourism. Inbound agents really have to be on their guard
and stop staring at short-term benefits only. 


