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New chairman on various issues
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T2 & Staff reporter

M r Ronnie Ho was elected Chairman of the TIC for the
term 2003-2006 on 14 November 2003 uncontested af-
ter serving as a Board Director since 1995 and a Deputy Chair-
man since 1997. In an interview with The Voice in late November,
Mr Ho talked about a wide range of issues of much importance
to the industry. The following is an excerpt of the interview.

On Chairman and the
Board

Are you concerned that you'll have
to spend less time on your company
after taking up the office of TIC
Chairman?

The crux of modern manage-
ment is that the managers of
a company must be able to work
independently. During the past
two or three years, I've revamped
my company in relation to se-
nior management and internal
structure. | now have greater
confidence in the management,
and believe | don’t need to make
all the decisions myself.

Apart from that, the daily operation of the TIC has already
been on the right track and doesn’t need my attention. Also,
I'm confident about the abilities of the Executive Director
and his Deputy, and the support of the Executive Office is
also very good. Besides, many things are handled by vari-
ous committees, the Board, etc, so | don’t think | need to
pay attention to every issue in person. | think | should in-
stead spend the largest chunk of my time on strategic is-
sues and public relations concerning the TIC.

In your view, what’s the relationship between the Chairman
and the Board?

The Chairman and the Board should be collectively responsible for
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the TIC and collectively running it. Therefore, he’s no more than
the spokesman of the Board. The Chairman shouldn’t be the cen-
tre of power, nor should he be above the Board. I'd rather say he’s
responsible for carrying out the decisions of the Board.

On Independent Directors and transparency

The TIC has gained widespread recognition among the commu-
nity these years and the public has high expectations of the TIC.
Do you think the existing TIC General Code of Conduct for Direc-
tors and the Guidelines for Committee Members are strict enough?

At present, | think they are strict enough; but of course, we'll
review them form time to time. Last year, we amended the
M&A so that a third of the Board members are now Indepen-
dent Directors. | think that’s good for governance. There used
to be a point of view that considered it unnecessary to have so
much outside monitoring. However, the demand for transpar-
ency has increased. If we're impartial, more Independent Direc-
tors will help enhance our image.

Do you think the transparency of the TIC is enough?

| think our transparency is enough, though | know quite a num-
ber of members think otherwise. As a matter of fact, circulars
or directives are regularly sent to members to explain the deci-
sions of the Board or latest trade issues in detail; our quarterly
The Voice of TIC covers various policies and activities of the
TIC; and members can also learn about our decisions from the
Association Members, which have representatives on the Board
and various committees. So, our transparency shouldn’t be in
question. Perhaps some members are just too busy to flip through
circulars or The Voice, or perhaps some of them are just blinded
by their own prejudice. | think their criticisms may not be fair.

Will you consider allowing members to sit in on Board meetings?

First, | don't think they will be interested; and if too many of
them are interested, I'm afraid we don’t have the venue. Second,
if they sit in on meetings, will they obey the rules of meeting? If a
member sits in on a meeting, freely comments on issues that
may affect himself and disrupts the meeting, wouldn't that defy
the meaning of allowing him to sit in? Don’t forget that Associa-
tion Members have representatives on the Board and they have
a duty to tell their own members what the Board has decided.

On the income of the TIC

During the SARS crisis, the levy collected by the TIC has
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sharply dropped, resulting in a huge deficit. This indicates
its income is too reliant on levy and can be easily affected
by external factors. What’s your view on this matter?

| think it'll take some time to look into the situation since it in-
volves many factors. However, even if we exclude the SARS period,
the levy has still shown little growth or even negative growth dur-
ing the past two to three years. The Government has never subsidised
us and we've stood on our own feet from day one. Although we're
not a commercial enterprise but a self-regulatory body, we're now
playing a role more than just monitoring travel agents. For example,
we sometimes help to promote Hong Kong tourism. Our resources
remain the same, but we have more work to do, so it's not unex-
pected we find it hard to make ends meet.

The TIC’s income mainly comes from levy, which is con-
tributed by outbound agents. However, the TIC is now also
monitoring inbound agents. Is it true that the outbound agents
are actually subsidising the TIC to monitor the inbound agents?

This situation does arouse much concern and we'll continue to
raise it with the Government. However, up to now the Govern-
ment hasn’t promised to subsidise us. Let me put it this way:
we're now using the resources of the outbound industry to help
the Government monitor the inbound industry without any subsidy.
Perhaps we should take it as the outbound industry perform-
ing a social responsibility.

| do hope when the outbound industry needs assistance from
the Government, it won’t be lacking. For example, the airport
tax will be raised next January. Some ticketing agents have urged
us to fight for a commission for collecting the tax for the Government.
Let’s look at another example. The risks of outbound tours are
very high nowadays since the potential compensation borne by
travel agents would be enormous if there were any accidents
during the journey. The liability insurance bought by travel agents
used to cover personal death and injury. However, when some
agents tried to renew their policies this year, they found per-
sonal death and injury was no longer covered. In fact, this is the
very area that needs to be protected against negligence claims
most. We all know the risks of outbound tours have been increasing,
But since the competition is also increasing, some members
choose to play ostrich. Anyway, we'll continue to bring up this
matter with the Government.

On the inbound and outbound industry

The law to regulate inbound agents has been in place for
over a year. What do you think of it?
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| think its effects are pretty good, and there aren’t many
visitor complaints that have to be handled by us. Hong Kong
has more than 10 million visitors each year. It's unrealistic
to expect a zero complaint environment. However, when it
comes to the shopping problem concerning mainland tourists,
| think market forces will take care of it. Because when they've
become more sophisticated, they'll go after designer brands
rather than buying things at shops that have connections
with travel agents. I'm more concerned about the practices
of retailers in general and hope they can deal with visitors
honestly, especially for shops in tourist areas where visitors
are often fleeced. As the rentals in these areas are very high,
it's impossible to survive by selling goods at the market price.
This problem has existed for years, and the Government knows
it too; it’s just that it doesn’t tackle it.

What do you think of the prospects of the inbound industry?

In the long run, the inbound industry has to change. Traders sim-
ply can’t keep on cutting tour prices and take shopping commis-
sions to recover the costs. Of course, Hong Kong’s traders aren’t
to blame solely because mainland traders are responsible too.
Now mainland visitors can come individually, they don't need to
g0 to shops that have connections with any travel agents. All tourist
markets are the same. In the beginning, when tourists become
free to travel, they'll go on a spending spree since they're not just
buying things for themselves, but for relatives and friends as well.
However, when they have more chances to travel, they'll spend
less and less on shopping. All this makes inbound traders think
hard about their future business strategies.

How about the outbound industry?

There isn't much difference between the outbound and in-
bound industry: both are undergoing very keen competition.
The local agents of some destinations are being pressed
into not taking any reception fees. And some of Hong Kong’s
tour escorts are also under pressure to subsidise their employer.
This situation is very bad, because if a travel agent relies
on the commission of its tour escorts, it’s no longer the
employer and the escorts no longer the employees, which
means the travel agent has no control over the escorts. If
travel agents continue to slash prices and depend on sales
volume to keep the company afloat, then the risks involved
would be very high. Because if there was any accident, the
compensation would be huge. | can only wish members would
reflect on their way of doing business, otherwise no one
would be able to help them. g





