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A constant need to fight malpractices
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ome say since all rules have loopholes, it's better not to lay
Sdown any rules; some others say just because all rules have
loopholes, there’s a need to keep plugging the loopholes. Given
the defeatist nature of the former view, all regulatory bodies can-
not help but embrace the latter view, which is exactly what the
TIC has been doing for more than 20 years.

Roughly between the end of 2006 and the middle of 2007, the TIC
had introduced a series of measures to tackle the various problems caused
by the so-called “zero-reception-fee” tours, which included six-month full
refund protection for mainland visitors. In the two to three years after that,
complaints about shopping filed by mainland visitors plunged by as much as
80 to 90%, which testified to the effectiveness of those measures. Neverthe-
less, like what is said above, rules have loopholes, and thus problems caused
by “zero-reception-fee” tours have recently erupted once again.

Death of a mainland visitor
On 22 May this year, a visitor from Hunan province felt unwell after quarrel-

ling with his tourist guide at a registered shop and was taken to a hospital,
where he was certified dead. The TIC received a complaint from his family
two days later, and immediately launched an investigation into the tourist
guide who had had a quarrel with him, the registered shop and the local
receiving agent.

After thorough investigations, the TIC discovered that the tourist guide,
who had posed as another Tourist Guide Pass holder, did not have a Tourist
Guide Pass herself and vanished after the incident, which the TIC reported to
the police. As none of its pledges was breached, the registered shop was not
penalised. As for the receiving agent, the Compliance Committee terminated
its TIC membership on 21 June; and as at 24 September, the Appeal Board
was still handling its appeal.

After the crisis, the TIC rolled out some immediate measures right away
such as sending more people to carry out spot checks at tourist attractions
and registered shops. And its Crisis Management Group and several relevant
committees each met several times, and put forth a number of proposals to
the Board for consideration. Apart from issuing six directives on 2 July
in an effort to immediately tighten the existing rules governing
travel agents and tourist guides, the Board also set up the Task
Force on Business Models of and Regulatory Measures for Main-
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land China’s Inbound Tours, with TIC Chairman as its convenor, in
order to quickly launch a series of short-term measures and to
work out some long-term solutions to those chronic problems.

Video of a tourist guide scolding visitors
Just when the TIC was pressing ahead with restoring order in the inbound

industry, another crisis erupted out of the blue. In mid-July this year, many
television stations on the mainland broadcast a video clip showing a female
tourist guide scolding a tour group for spending too little on shopping on
the tour coach. The TIC immediately investigated the matter and confirmed
that the tour group arrived in Hong Kong in late March, and the video clip
was uploaded to a mainland website by one of its tour participants. After
investigations, the Compliance Committee summarily revoked the Tourist
Guide Pass of the tourist guide and penalised the receiving agent on 4 Sep-
tember. As at 24 September, the tourist guide filed an appeal, which would
be handled by the Appeal Board once a meeting was arranged.

The Task Force mentioned above met five times between July and Sep-
tember in order to work out various short- and long-term measures, includ-
ing the introduction of a demerit system for travel agents and tourist guides
that provide reception services for mainland visitors. Some people may
worry that the Task Force would either side with the traders or
lack the know-how to monitor them. There is no need to worry: it
is composed of six independent directors and five trade directors
(including the convenor), with representatives from the Tourism
Commission attending all of its meetings. It also consulted travel
agents, tourist guides and registered shops more than once before
submitting its recommendations to the Board, which will strive for
the interests of both the traders and visitors.

The fight never ends

The Board will hold an emergency meeting on 8 October to deliberate an
outline of the recommendations from the Task Force, and will then submit a
report to the Secretary for Commerce and Economic Development describing
the various measures aimed at tightening regulation of the inbound industry
which either have been or will be introduced. After that, the Board will work
on the specific provisions of about 10 directives, which are hoped to have
instant effects. Nevertheless, all rules have loopholes as said earlier,
and what is most important is to close the loopholes as soon as
they are exposed. The fight against malpractices never ends, as in
other industries and other places. Ut
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