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TIC will continue to operate: avows Chairman

　　

Inbound travel
During your last term of office, the indus-
try was faced with a lot of difficulties and 
troubles. The misconduct of some travel 
agents and tourist guides that provided re-
ception services for inbound tours from the 
mainland caused widespread concern again 
and again. In response, the TIC introduced 
a series of measures to tighten regulation, 
which prompted some agents and guides to 
stage a protest march. How do you evaluate 
the actions taken by the TIC to handle these 
matters?
There have indeed been a lot of troubles in the 
past three years or so, especially for inbound 
tours from the mainland. The outbound market 
in mainland China has been opened up for a 
short time, and needs more time to grow into a 
mature market. 

Strictly speaking, tourists from the main-
land only have a contractual relationship with their mainland tour op-
erators, and therefore they should file their complaints with them if they 
wish to. However, if Hong Kong’s travel agents fail to deliver proper 
reception services, we’re duty-bound to ask them to address the tourists’ 
dissatisfaction. We’ve done a lot of work in regulation because we want 
to protect the reputation of Hong Kong tourism, and we rolled out some 
rather stringent measures two or three years ago because we needed to 
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議會主席胡兆英先生。
Mr Michael Wu, Chairman of the TIC.

Editor’s note: Mr Michael Wu, Chairman of the TIC from 2009 to 2012, was re-elected on 11 December last year for a second three-year term until 
2015. During his new term of office, the TIC will no longer self-regulate the industry, and the Government will set up a statutory body, the Travel 
Industry Authority (TIA), to oversee the regulation of travel agents, tour escorts and tourist guides. The TIC faced with such a sea change, what tactics 
will Mr Wu use to tackle it? What are his views on some major issues of the inbound and outbound industries? The Voice interviewed Mr Wu on 13 
March 2013 to find out the answers for our readers. The following is an excerpt of the interview.

Mr Michael Wu believes that when the TIA is set up, it is very important to have trade 
participation so as to prevent “regulation of professionals by lay people”.
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restore the confidence of tourists in a short time.

During this year’s Lunar New Year, yet another travel agent was 
severely criticised for its accommodation arrangements. The Gov-
ernment’s already asked the TIC to further improve its existing 
rules. Are you concerned about arousing strong opposition from 
traders once again? 
The biggest controversy over the 10 directives issued last time is about 
the requirement for a mainland inbound tour to be received by one 
tourist guide only, which in fact is the common practice around the 
world. We only wanted to upgrade the service standard of tourist guides. 
While we’ve had no intention of singling them out, we wouldn’t back 
down because of some protest. As for the incident during this year’s Lu-
nar New Year, it should’ve merely been about some glitches in accom-
modation arranged by a travel agent if it hadn’t messed things up when 
trying to resolve them.

The demand for rooms has been very strong during high season in 
recent years. Does the supply of hotel rooms in Hong Kong fail to 
catch up with the growth of tourists?
There’s indeed a shortage of hotel rooms, especially during high season. 
But the greatest concern for travel agents is fluctuating room rates. The 
hotel industry used to set different room rates for high season, shoulder 
season and low season many years ago, and to set the rates a long time 
in advance. Now we don’t even know the rates for next month, which 
has made it very difficult for travel agents to do business in overseas 
markets. Everyone is now chasing a single market that is mainland China, 
and I believe our tourism industry has veered a little bit off its proper 
course.

Some people have recently asserted that the carrying capacity of 
Hong Kong tourism has reached its limits, and Hong Kong can 
take no more tourists. What do you think about that view?
In terms of the overall capacity of Hong Kong, including its hotels, 
transport, sightseeing facilities etc, it’s only during the peak periods in a 
year that we’ve reached our limits. I hope the industry and the relevant 
promotion bodies can do more low-season promotions so that visitors 
will come to Hong Kong all year round. For example, the periods before 
and after Lunar New Year may be promoted with greater efforts, and 
hotels, airlines, etc may offer some concessionary packages during low 
season so as to attract visitors to come to Hong Kong then.

Outbound travel
In recent years, more and more Hong Kong people have travelled 
to less popular destinations, where accidents tend to happen more 
easily because they’re newly developed as destinations. In these 
circumstances, do you have any advice for the outbound travellers?
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Hong Kong people are very experienced travellers, and have travelled to 
some popular destinations many times. That’s why they want to go to less 
visited places. However, the itinerary, accommodation, transport, facilities, 
etc of these destinations can hardly be compared with those of developed 
destinations. Some sightseeing activities are no doubt attractive, but they’re 
also not without danger, such as hot-air balloon rides. As accidents are 
sometimes unavoidable, taking out suitable travel insurance is very impor-
tant. Don’t think that luck will always be on your side.

The TIC has always encouraged travellers to buy travel insurance, 
and when selling package tours to travellers, travel agents often 
sell suitable travel insurance as well. Some travellers have com-
plained about this practice, saying their right to choose is harmed. 
What do you think?
The travel insurance recommended by travel agents should be able to 
cover the activities on the itinerary, and therefore travellers will be cov-
ered if any accidents happen. Besides, if only one insurance company 
is involved, coordinated efforts are more easily arranged whenever the 
need arises. That’s why travel agents recommend the travellers to buy 
travel insurance from the same company. If the travellers take out travel 
insurance themselves, some itinerary activities may not be covered; 
so they should pay attention to what’s in their insurance policy. They 
shouldn’t think buying any travel insurance will do or just look at the 
premium if they want to be covered when there’re accidents.

New regulatory regime
The Government has decided to set up the TIA to take charge of 
regulatory oversight, and the TIC will no longer be responsible for 
self-regulation. This may be said to be the biggest change in the 
regulatory system during the past two to three decades. What roles 
will be played by the TIC in the future?
The TIC has been a trade association from the very beginning, and con-
tinues to be one even now. Many people have forgotten this fact because 
its regulatory work has been so outstanding. Now that the Government, 
the public and the Legislative Council have decided that there should be 
a TIA responsible for regulating the whole industry, the TIC will have to 
adjust its future work and shift its primary focus from self-regulation to 
training, industry development, emergency handling and resolving dis-
putes between travellers and travel agents. Take resolving disputes as 
an example. Disputes between travellers and travel agents often have 
nothing to do with rule breaking, and both parties sometimes refuse 
to back off even a little bit just because of some misunderstanding. 
If the TIC can step in at that time, it’s likely that the disputes may be 
resolved easily.

Besides, since the travel and tourism industry is one of Hong Kong’s 
four pillar industries and travel agents play a critical part among various 
sectors of the industry, travel agents need to keep growing in order for the 
industry to keep growing. We therefore will ask the Government to set 
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up and finance an industry development fund for travel agents and fully 
support the TIC in pushing for the development of travel agents.

Over 60% of the TIC’s income now comes from the outbound levy. 
How can it continue to operate when this biggest source of income 
is gone in the future?
Apart from a trade association, the TIC’s performed quite a number of 
public functions such as handling emergencies, assessing tourist guides 
and tour escorts, and resolving complaints for travellers, which are not 
normally done by a pure trade association. The TIC will ask for public 
funding to continue to perform these public functions when its levy in-
come is no longer available. As for other sources of income, the TIC may 
make use of its connections and databases to explore new sources of 
income, such as organising seminars and large-scale expositions. 

There’s a lot of uncertainty about the TIC’s future. Are you worried 
about a brain drain?
People come, people go — it’s the same for all companies. I’m pleased 
to tell everyone that the TIC does not have any brain drain at present. 
Staff at the TIC all have a sense of vocation, and believe they’re doing 
the industry a service. I’m grateful they’ve always stuck to their work. 
The TIC will continue to operate, but the number of its employees will 
be reduced when it no longer does regulatory work. When there’re 
redundancies, I will urge the Board of Directors to offer better arrange-
ments on top of basic compensation.

During your new term of office as Chairman, the TIC will face 
a sea change in various aspects. What do you expect yourself to 
achieve in the coming three years?
As the TIA is destined to be set up, the industry has to adapt itself to 
changes resulting from institutional regulation in the future. Since the 
board of directors of the TIA will consist of mostly non-trade people, 
I’m worried that it may be overzealous in correcting wrongdoing. I’m 
fighting for a certain proportion of its directors coming from the indus-
try, and committees under the board should also have traders. I don’t 
want to see the regulatory regime change from so-called “regulation of 
cronies by cronies” to “regulation of professionals by lay people”. Apart 
from that, I’ll try my best to push the TIC to do more work relating to 
industry development, etc in order to prepare itself for the future.


