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Tourism regulation in Hong Kong and Macau
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ack in the 1980s and 1990s when Asian economies were in their prime
B days, Hong Kong people used to compare various aspects of Hong Kong
and Singapore, for both cities were among the Four Asian Tigers, both had
once been British colonies and both populations were mostly composed of
Chinese. The outcome of the comparisons? One outshone the other in one
aspect and was outshone in another — almost always ending in a tie on
the whole. Then came 1997 for Hong Kong's handover, Hong Kong people
naturally turned their attention northwards and wondered whether Hong
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Which city can have a tourism industry like the lofty Macau Tower?
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Kong or Shanghai was the international financial centre within Chinese bor-
ders. And during the past three to four years, the rapid expansion of
Macau’s tourism industry, spurred by the meteoric rise of the gaming
industry there, has allowed Hong Kong people to locate a new target
of comparison, for Hong Kong tourism has come face to face with a
formidable rival this time.

Why Hong Kong people love to search for targets of comparison is
not our concern here. What concerns us is the undeniably stunning growth
of Macau tourism during the past few years: in 1999 when Macau was re-
turned to China, its visitor numbers were a mere 7.4 million, which jumped
to 27 million last year — an increase of 260% in eight years! In Hong Kong's
case, the increase in visitors, from 10.7 million to 28.2 million, was “only”
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160% during the same period. Last year, 55% of both cities’ visitors
came from mainland China, which means whichever city attracts
more mainland visitors will most likely be able to outperform the
other in the future.

Whereas visitor figures are no doubt most important, in the long run
sustainable tourism relies more on first-rate regulation than on pres-
ent popularity, and therefore it may be stimulating to make a comparison

between the regulatory systems in Hong Kong and Macau.

Regulation of travel agents
Regulation of travel agents in Hong Kong is achieved through a two-tier

system combining self-requlation and state supervision. To be more specific,
travel agents must first become members of the TIC, a self-regulatory trade
organisation, and then apply for a licence from the Travel Agents Registry, a
government department. The biggest difference between the two regulatory
systems is that Macau's is one-tiered. According to the Macau Government
Tourist Office (MGTO), “the authority to issue licences to travel agents rests
with the MGTO, which is responsible for seeing to it that travel agents com-
ply with the relevant laws, considering claims from travellers and visitors and
initiating disciplinary procedures against travel agents having committed
illegal acts”.

A branch of the Government and with no conflict of inter-
ests, the MGTO is in a relatively sound position to look after the
interests of both traders and consumers. Nevertheless, the MGTO
also admitted that “the Government is often unable to fully resolve differ-
ent kinds of new problems given that the speed at which it obtains market
information is rather slow and laws tend to resist change”. On the other
hand, the TIC is quite swift in responding to market failures as it
is composed of traders and can quickly get the latest information
from the market. The weakness, however, may appear to lie in the fact
that the TIC, being a trade organisation with regulatory powers, “may incline
towards trade interests”, as pointed out by the MGTO. This issue, in fact, is
negligible because with a two-tier system in place, there is a government
department involved in requlation outside the TIC, as well as independent
directors inside it.

Regulation of tourist guides
Apart from regulation of travel agents, tourist quides also need to be properly

regulated since it is they that have to deal with tourists directly. Tourist guides in
Hong Kong must obtain a Tourist Guide Pass from the TIC before they can work
in the profession. Since the TIC itself issues the Pass, the regulatory regime is
one-tiered. In Macau, regulation of tourist guides is also achieved through legis-
lation. According to the relevant laws, Macau’s tourist guides must register with
the MGTO and obtain a Tour Guide Card. And the MGTO will take action against
any tourist guides that have violated the laws.
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The Code of Conduct for Tourist Guides is what the TIC relies on
when regulating tourist guides: any tourist guide who has breached it will
be penalised by the TIC. As the TIC is a trade organisation without the
backing of the law, some may worry that it lacks teeth even though
it can tackle trade malaise at the moment with alacrity. This worry is
unnecessary because any tourist guide whose Pass has been revoked
by the TIC can no longer work as a tourist guide. Conversely, Macau's
regulatory mechanism for tourist guides, similar to its travel agent counter-
part, is strong in deterrence but weak in flexibility.

Protecting mainland visitors together
As mentioned in the above, mainland visitors are critically important to Hong

Kong's and Macau’s tourism industries. In spite of that, both destinations
have been seriously plagued by the so-called zero- or negative-fare problem
during the past few years. To solve this problem, Macau needs to cooperate
with its neighbouring regions, remarked the MGTO.

As Hong Kong and Macau are nearby cities, it is most likely
that quite a number of mainlanders will visit both destinations on
the same trip. If this is the case, then the relationship between them
should be cooperation amid competition, or competition amid co-
operation. In this regard, the MGTO stated, “To tackle trade irreqularities
in Hong Kong and Macau, we need to further enhance and optimise liaison
between the two places by having regular meetings and exchanges, and to
work out ‘Quality and Honest Hong Kong and Macau Tours' together.” Co-
operation spawns win-win situations, to which Hong Kong should have little
opposition.

Concluding remarks
Finally, a brief description of the tourism organisations and institutions in

Hong Kong and Macau. Whereas the tourism structure is remarkably simple
in Macau — the MGTO takes care of everything including planning, regula-
tion and promotion, Hong Kong has gone to the other extreme. For planning,
the Tourism Commission, an arm of the Government, is in charge; for requla-
tion, the Travel Agents Registry and the TIC share the duties together; and
for promotion, the quasi-government body Hong Kong Tourism Board is re-
sponsible. As these two kinds of tourism structures are poles apart,
it is difficult to tell which is better and which is worse. One univer-
sal principle, however, can be told instead: draw on your rival’s strengths to

overcome your own weaknesses. [jf¢
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