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An effectwe monitoring regime is not built in one day

ATH|FE#& Staff reporter

T

n 1997, 11.3 million visitors came to Hong Kong when the
city was reunited with mainland China. In 2006, Hong Kong
welcomed 25.3 million visitors, representing an increase of 120%
over 1997. Between 1997 and 2006, the number of mainland
visitors jumped from 2.4 million (21.2% of all visitors) to 13.6
million (53.8% of all), a huge surge of 470%. From 2003 onwards,
of all visitors who came to Hong Kong, more than half were
from mainland China, whose numbers exceeded the num-
bers of visitors from all other regions combined (see Figure).
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Figure: Visitor arrivals from mainland China and other regions,1997-2006
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mainland visitors last year than in 1997 is a real boon to
Hong Kong tourism, the incidental problems concerning regulation
are hardly desirable. It may be news to many that travel
agents receiving visitors were not subject to any regulation
before 2002. Having been repeatedly lobbied by the TIC,
the Government finally amended the Travel Agents Ordi-
nance to put inbound agents, like their outbound counterparts,
under a two-tier regulatory regime administered by the Travel
Agents Registry and the TIC.
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From November 2002 when the Travel Agents (Amendment)
Ordinance came into force, the TIC began to monitor inbound
agents. The inbound and outbound industries being poles
apart, success in regulating the outbound industry by the
TIC does not mean that it would be easy to devise a regula-
tory mechanism which can guarantee effective regulation
and encourage competition at the same time. Trials and errors
must therefore be allowed.

With an outbound industry which is pro-trader and pro-
traveller despite fierce competition, some critics may consider
the inbound monitoring regime to be paling in comparison with
the much more successful outbound one. They, however, over-
look the fact that the existing two-tier outbound regime was
put in place after the initial one-tier regime administered by the
Government alone had failed to deliver for three years. One of
the best in the world, the existing outbound regime is the achievement
of close to 20 years of countless adjustments and improve-
ments made by the TIC and the authorities. As far as the in-
bound regime is concerned, therefore, evolution, rather than
revolution, is what stands the highest chance of success.

Problems to be redressed

It goes without saying that many measures have been
implemented by the TIC since it began to monitor inbound
agents several years ago. Given the new situation of the past
two to three months, a series of measures are introduced to
tackle the very roots of the many current problems. But before
those measures are described, a quick review of the situation
and a clarification of some critical points are perhaps needed
in order to get to the core of those problems.

The first thing to make clear is that the major problem
haunting the inbound industry lies in the mainland market,
and the major problem haunting the mainland market lies
in shopping. Since the TIC has only been empowered by law
to monitor inbound agents, and most inbound agents take mainland
group visitors to the shops they choose, the biggest problem
confronting the TIC is how the shopping rights of mainland
group visitors can be protected.

In recent years, mainland residents' appetite for outbound
travel has spiralled upwards with the economy of mainland China.
The practices of the mainland outbound industry, however, have
lagged far behind in terms of regulation, short-changing main-
land travellers when they are on their outbound trips. For example,
plenty of mainland tour operators have tried to lure cus-
tomers by means of exceptionally low tour fares, and then
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require Hong Kong's receiving agents to provide reception
services for free. This situation has given rise to the so-
called zero-fare problem, which should perhaps be more
properly renamed the zero-reception-fee problem.

Hong Kong's receiving agents, unable to earn their recep-
tion fee through proper means, are forced to take tour partici-
pants of zero-reception-fee tours to their chosen shops in or-
der to earn a commission. With no reception fee, the receiving
agents refrain from paying any tour-guiding fee to tourist guides,
who are also forced to rely on a commission from those shops.
With a big amount of commission to pay to receiving agents
and tourist guides, those shops are also forced to jack up the
prices of their goods, dress up tacky things as great ones and,
in more extreme cases, sell fakes as if they were genuine brands.
Small wonder, in such a situation, that mainland group visitors
are almost doomed to be cheated.

Recent measures by TIC

Hong Kong is not the only place plagued by the zero-
reception-fee problem. Other places also threatened by the
plague include short-haul destinations such as Japan, Taiwan,
Thailand and Malaysia, and long-haul ones such as Austra-
lia and France. Since the problem stems from mainland China,
it has to be tackled at its root if a lasting solution is to be
found. Nevertheless, the TIC has introduced a series of mea-
sures during the past three months in an attempt to resolve it
by taking aim at every party that provides reception services.

At present, mainland tour operators seldom deal directly
with Hong Kong's receiving agents after taking the bookings of
tour participants. The tours are often handed over to interme-
diary agents in Shenzhen, which deal with the receiving agents.
Since many intermediary agents are not permitted to operate
tours to Hong Kong, their bosses often run away whenever there
are any incidents, which means hardly anyone would be held
responsible. To plug this regulatory loophole, the TIC has stipu-
lated that mainland tours received by its members must be
operated by mainland agents authorised by the China National
Tourism Administration (see Directive No. 159).

It has come to the TIC's attention, through its handling of
complaints, that the services promised by some mainland
tour operators were not what they required Hong Kong's
receiving agents to provide, thus making the tour participants
deeply dissatisfied since the services provided by the receiving
agents in accordance with the service agreements were not
what had been promised. In view of that, the TIC has required
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its members to register the tour confirmation agreements
signed by them and the mainland tour operators (see Direc-
tive No. 168), so that which party should be held responsible
will be clear in case of complaints. The TIC has also required its
members to distribute itineraries to mainland group visitors once
they arrive in Hong Kong, so that they know what the itinerary
arrangements are (see Directive No. 167).

TIC members have also been required to pay a tour-guid-
ing fee to tourist guides who receive mainland tour groups in
order to make them rely less on shopping commission as their
major income (see Directive No. 162), and not to ask those
guides to advance large sums of money or delay repaying them
the money advanced (see Directive No. 163).

Aimed at enhancing regulation on shops patronised by group
visitors, the Refund Protection Scheme (Registered Shops) for
Inbound Tour Group Shoppers are launched to replace the 14-
Day, 100% Refund Guarantee Scheme implemented since 2002.
The new Scheme has already taken effect since 15 June 2007,
which, similar to its predecessor, stipulates that members can
only take visitors to shops already registered with the TIC, and
which, different from the previous Scheme, requires those registered
shops to pledge to offer six-month, full refund protection to
mainland visitors and 14-day, full refund protection to overseas
visitors. Registered shops having breached their pledges will
also be given certain demerits, and even deregistered once they
have accumulated 30 demerits. Apart from that, registered shops
have to allow the public to enter their premises during busi-
ness hours to facilitate inspections by the authorities and the
TIC. Such information as their names, addresses and the num-
ber of demerits imposed will be posted on the TIC website.
And so long as they operate at the same location, all the
demerits accumulated will be retained even if their name,
or even ownership, is changed in order to pre-empt any
shirking of responsibility (see Directive No. 164).

Concluding remarks

As a self-regulatory body in Hong Kong, what the TIC can
do is no more than taking measures to monitor receiving agents,
tourist guides and registered shops in Hong Kong. Measures to
ensure greater protection for the shopping rights of mainland
group visitors, as argued in the above, can only come from the
mainland authorities, with which the TIC has always been in
close contact. Active cooperation with the mainland authorities,
if sought, will certainly be forthcoming in order that several millions
of mainland group visitors will be provided with proper protec-
tion when they shop in Hong Kong. T8
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