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Rules just can’t please everyone

Rules enforced by the TIC are all for the overall interests of the industry.

A ccording to experts, people tend to make bad judgements because 
they prefer to trust their instincts rather than facts and statistics, 

and often employ individual case examples to validate what they want 
to believe. Incredible though it may seem, instances of this kind of in-
stinctive belief are in fact legion.

Real difficulties faced by inbound agents
In 2010 when yet another bout of misconduct by inbound agents and 
tourist guides for tour groups from the mainland erupted, the TIC 
quickly put in place 10 directives (Directive Nos. 193-202) to address the 
problems. Ever since taking effect in February 2011, they have often 
been criticised by traders, especially Directive No. 193, which re-
quires inbound agents receiving mainland tours to assign the same 
tourist guide throughout the journey. The critics have accused the 
directive of being impractical because, according to them, there is a 
shortage of tourist guides.

To find out the real difficulties confronting inbound agents which 
were operating mainland tours, the Mainland China Inbound Tour Af-
fairs Committee decided to conduct a survey by sending questionnaires 
to 123 such agents in April this year. A total of 34 valid questionnaires 
(27.6%) were received, and the combined market share of these 34 in-
bound agents was 49.6%. 

In the questionnaire, the respondents were asked to choose any 
number of difficulties they often faced from a list of close to 20 items. 
The difficulty that drew the most complaints was “high room 
rates” (85.3%), followed by “high coach hire prices” (67.6%), 
“shortage of rooms” (64.7%) and “shortage of coaches” (55.9%). At 
the bottom of the difficulty rankings were three items, all scoring 
11.8% and relating to tourist guides: “shortage of tourist guides”, 
“tourist guides below standard” and “tourist guides lacking expe-
rience”. The respondents were also asked to specify any other difficul-
ties not included in the list, and only one respondent (2.9%) mentioned 
Directive No. 193.

From these findings, it is evident that the vast majority of inbound 
agents engaged in the business of receiving mainland tours were most 
concerned about the high prices for hiring hotel rooms and tour coach-
es, and their inadequate supplies. Contrary to what many critics had 
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claimed, only a handful of travel agents cited a lack of tourist guides as 
their concern. Hopefully, the instinctive criticism against Directive No. 
193 should now be laid to rest.

Six-month refund period the best promotion
During another upsurge in 2007 of complaints about purchases made 
by mainland group visitors at registered shops, the TIC was compelled 
to amend the directive offering full-refund protection for them in such 
a way that the period for making a refund request was drastically ex-
tended from 14 days to six months (Directive No. 164).

Not unexpectedly, there was an outcry from inbound agents, and 
also not unexpectedly, there was a sharp plunge of 90% in the number 
of shopping-related complaints from mainland group visitors during 
the 18-month period since the rule was put in place, with the complaint 
figures thereafter having remained significantly lower than when the 
refund period had been 14 days. The Committee on Shopping-related 
Practices have constantly reviewed the six-month protection scheme 
since its inception, and recognised its value of successfully reducing 
complaints about shopping filed by mainland group visitors. 

Then in April this year, some travel agents requested, once again, that 
the six-month refund period should be greatly shortened on the grounds 
that most refund requests were made within three months after purchase, 
unnecessary hardship has been brought on inbound agents by the overly 
long refund period, and the market order has been restored.

The Committee on Shopping-related Practices therefore re-
viewed the scheme again in May, and recommended to the Board 
that the six-month period should be kept intact for several rea-
sons: (1) an average of 65.8% of refund requests were made within 
three months after purchase between 2008 and 2011, which meant 
a significant minority of visitors requested a refund after three 
months; (2) given a steady increase in the numbers of inbound agents 
and registered shops, there was no evidence that the mainland inbound 
tour market had been adversely affected by the six-month refund rule; 
(3) the order of the market had not shown remarkable improvement; 
and (4) the scheme was widely known among mainland visitors, 
thus boosting their confidence in shopping in Hong Kong, and it had 
a proven record of greatly reducing complaints against registered 
shops. The Board accepted the recommendation at its June meeting.

Nobel laureate in literature Albert Camus famously wrote: 
“Integrity has no need of rules.” Perhaps he is right.


