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What is the new regulator?

T he statutory body to be established is called the Travel Indus-
try Authority (TIA), which, according to the paper mentioned 

above, will come into operation in late 2015 at the earliest. Taking 
over the self-regulatory functions of the TIC and the licensing au-
thority of the Travel Agents Registry (TAR), the TIA will be respon-
sible for licensing and regulating travel agents, tour escorts and 
tourist guides at the same time. Apart from that, the Travel Industry 
Compensation Fund, set up to protect outbound travellers against 
tour fare losses, will also be managed by the TIA.

The TIA will have 22 members: one non-trade chairman, 
one vice-chairman who will be the Tourism Commissioner, 12 
non-trade members from different professions, and eight trade 
members (of whom six will be travel agent representatives, one tour 
escort representative and one tourist guide representative). Three of 
the agent representatives will be directly appointed by the Govern-
ment, and the other three nominated by the TIC and then appointed 
by the Government.

In the long run, the TIA will operate on a self-financing 
basis, which means the full cost of regulation will have to be re-
covered from the industry. Its revenue will mainly come from three 
sources: (1) the levy charged on outbound tours, (2) the licence fees 
of travel agents, tour escorts and tourist guides, and (3) the registra-
tion fees for inbound tours from mainland China. Whereas the levy 
and the licence fees will not be increased upon the establishment of 
the TIA, the registration fee for mainland inbound tours, currently 
HK$20 for a tour group of 40 visitors, will be raised to HK$200 per 
tour group, or HK$5 per person, because its existing level is consid-
ered “unreasonably low”.

No one in the industry will be unaffected when the new regulator is in place in about two years.

A future not for the unprepared
�Staff reporter

Editor’s note: The Government announced in December 2011 that the regulatory regime of the tourism sector would undergo a complete overhaul, which 
would see a new statutory body set up to oversee all issues related to regulation and the TIC’s self-regulatory duties handed over to the new regulator. In 
July this year, a discussion paper was submitted by the Government to the Legislative Council’s Panel on Economic Development, in which some details 
of the overhaul were revealed for the first time. Although the details may be subject to change, most of them will likely be incorporated into the bill to be 
introduced in the Legislative Council some time later. To help traders understand the paper, its main points are summarised here.
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How will travel agents be affected?
At present, any company which intends to carry on travel business as a 
travel agent has to first join the TIC and then obtain the travel agent’s 
licence from the TAR. When the TIA is established, a company may di-
rectly apply to the TIA for the licence; in other words, TIC membership 
will no longer be a prerequisite for the licence.

Some capital requirements are currently imposed by the TIC on its 
two kinds of member agents: Ordinary Members are required to have 
a minimum paid-up capital of HK$500,000 whereas Affiliate Members 
must provide a bank guarantee of HK$150,000 in favour of the TIC. The 
TAR imposes no capital requirement on the licence however.

Apart from the existing capital requirements, a new re-
quirement in the form of a deposit will be introduced to cover 
any outstanding penalties imposed on a travel agent in case of 
its closure. For travel agents which are licensed before the establish-
ment of the TIA, the amount of their deposit will be initially set at zero if 
they do not operate “mainland inbound tour group business”. Such an 
amount, however, will be increased to HK$250,000 if the total sum of 
their accumulated fines reaches a certain level, and will be further raised 
to HK$500,000 if it reaches a second, higher level. Both levels of accu-
mulated fines will be decided by the TIA. On the other hand, if existing 
travel agents operate such business, they will be required to deposit 
HK$800,000 with the TIA from the very beginning.

As for travel agents to be set up under the new regime, they will 
have to, on top of fulfilling a capital requirement of HK$500,000, deposit 
HK$500,000 with the TIA if they are not engaged in operating mainland 
China’s inbound tours, or HK$800,000 if they are engaged.

“Mainland inbound tour group business”, according to the Gov-
ernment’s paper, is defined as one or more of the following services 
obtained by a travel agent for two or more visitors travelling from the 
mainland to Hong Kong as a group: (1) sightseeing visits, (2) meals, 
(3) shopping trips, or (4) local transport for any one of the activities just 
mentioned.

Apart from the above, each travel agent will be required to ap-
point a person as its “authorised representative” in order for the 
TIA to ascertain the person to be held responsible for the op-
eration of the agent. The authorised representative, who must meet 
some criteria on education or work experience and complete designated 
courses from time to time, will perform such statutory duties as ensur-
ing the agent observes all the TIA’s rules and regulations.

How will escorts and guides be affected?
Tour escorts and tourist guides now need to obtain Tour Escort and 
Tourist Guide Passes issued by the TIC in order to be eligible for em-
ployment as escorts and guides by travel agents. And in order to be 
eligible for the Passes, they have to take designated courses and pass 
qualifying examinations. Continuing Professional Development (CPD) 
requirements also need to be met by Tourist Guide Pass holders if they 
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wish to renew their Passes.
In the future, a licensing system modelled on the TIC’s accredita-

tion systems will be put in place by the TIA for tour escorts and tour-
ist guides, under which the TIC’s Passes will be recognised until they 
expire. If, then, Pass holders wish to apply for licences under the new 
regime, they will need to pass a new licensing examination or take a 
course tailor-made for them. 

As for prospective escorts and guides who wish to apply to the TIA 
for licences, they will need to complete compulsory “pre-examination 
training courses” before sitting the licensing examination. In the future, 
both tour escorts and tourist guides will be required to meet CPD re-
quirements in order to renew their licences.

How will the TIC be affected?
As is said above, the TIC will no longer be a self-regulatory body and 
therefore its membership will not be necessary for applying for the 
licence. The most obvious implications for the future TIC will be a dwin-
dling membership and much reduced revenue because the outbound 
levy and the registration fees for mainland inbound tours, now collected 
by the TIC, will become the TIA’s income. 

In order that the TIC can continue to play “a leading role in 
the travel trade” in the future, the Government, after discussion 
with the TIC, suggested that non-regulatory public functions 
should be entrusted to the TIC, with public funding provided, un-
der the new regulatory regime. These public functions concern four 
aspects.

First, the TIC will be tasked with conciliating non-disciplinary dis-
putes between travel agents and their employees on the one hand, and 
outbound travellers and inbound visitors on the other. Second, the com-
pulsory training courses to be organised by training institutions for tour 
escorts and tourist guides before they take the licensing examination will 
need to be accredited by the TIC, which will also design and administer 
the examination. Third, the TIC will continue to handle emergencies in-
volving outbound and inbound tour groups. Fourth, the TIC will manage 
on the TIA’s behalf a development fund to be set up by the Government 
for the continuous development of the travel agent industry. 

Apart from these public functions, the TIC will strive to enhance its 
various services which have all along been provided for the industry by, for 
example, holding more seminars, forums, etc to raise the standard of the 
industry, and organising large-scale events, such as the Cruise Holiday Expo 
(see “Feature”), to explore new business opportunities for the industry.

As John Galsworthy, who won the Nobel Prize in Literature 
in 1932, remarks in his Swan Song, “If you do not think about the 
future, you cannot have one.” It is time that everyone in the indus-

try began to think about their future. 


