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A long and hard struggle with malpractices

AHFLE Staff reporter
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The problems surrounding inbound package tours from the mainland are a long story.
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So-called “zero-tour fees”
he first time The Voice ran a story on the so-called “zero-tour

fee” problem was in 1999, three years before the TIC officially
began to regulate inbound travel agents, 11 years before a video
clip showing a tourist guide scolding mainland visitors on a tour
coach went viral on the Internet, and 16 years before the death of a
group visitor from the mainland after having been beaten up out-
side a jewellery shop.

When the “zero-tour fee” problem first appeared in the late 1990s,
it did not mean that mainland visitors did not need to pay any tour fees
to join package tours to Hong Kong (the tour fees actually were merely
lower than normal levels); rather, it meant that the mainland tour op-
erators did not pay any reception fees to the local receiving agents. Since
the receiving agents were not remunerated, they had to take the tour
groups to shop and then receive commissions from the retail outlets.
Package tours of this kind being very lucrative, the receiving agents later
had to“buy”such tours from the tour operators, hence the emergence of
“negative-reception fee” tours.

Over the years, the tour fees that the travellers paid to the tour
operators had kept lowering and finally were lowered to “zero” a
few years ago: the travellers were given “travel coupons” for join-
ing package tours for free to Hong Kong. What was once thought
impossible - “zero-tour fee” tours - have finally come into being.
Despite these changes, the local receiving agents have continued to
rely on shopping commissions in order to recover their costs and
make hefty profits.

Full refunds for group visitors
Even before it was authorised to regulate inbound travel agents in

2002, the TIC decided to put those retail outlets patronised by inbound
tour groups under regulation too by requiring them to register with
it through travel agents and promise to offer all group visitors full re-
funds within 14 days after purchase.

Since its introduction 13 years ago, this refund protection scheme
has been amended several times, and with each amendment the reg-
istered shops have to promise to provide better protection for visitors.
For example, in 2005, a demerit system was put in place, under which
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an accumulation of 30 demerits by any registered shops within two
years for breaches of their promises would result in revocation of their
registration; and in 2007, the refund period for mainland visitors was
greatly extended from 14 days to six months.

The latest amendment to the scheme will take effect from
January next year (see “Council Bulletin”). This time, the require-
ments under the Trade Descriptions Ordinance and other laws
are included in the scheme so that any registered shops found
by the courts to have violated the law will have their registration
revoked if the violations are very serious.

From tourist guides to “tour chiefs”
Apart from inbound travel agents and retail outlets targeting group

visitors, the TIC also began to monitor the conduct of tourist guides in
2002. First, the Tourist Guide Accreditation System was set up in Sep-
tember 2002, under which tourist guides providing reception services
for inbound tour groups are required to obtain the Tourist Guide Pass.
Second, the Code of Conduct for Tourist Guides was promulgated in
2003. Third, a demerit system for tourist guides providing reception
services for tour groups from the mainland was introduced in 2011,
under which the Tourist Guide Passes of those tourist guides who have
accumulated 30 demerits within two years for misconduct will be sus-
pended or revoked.

Initially, after taking package tours to the registered shops, tour-
ist guides would force the group visitors to make purchases. But after
several years, probably because some tourist guides had been severely
penalised by the TIC for misconduct, the tourist guides increasingly
took a back seat, and the outbound tour escorts sent by the tour op-
erators to accompany the tour groups would do the dirty work. But
since the TIC would report complaint cases which involved the tour
escorts to the mainland tourism authorities, they, too, began to take a
back seat.

During the past few years, a new trend has emerged: an in-
creasing number of tour groups from the mainland have been
forced by the so-called “tour chiefs” to make purchases. On the
face of it, those “tour chiefs” are not assigned by the tour opera-
tors, but what they do is no different from the work done by the
accompanying tour escorts, except that the tour operators claim
that they are just members of the tour groups, thus making the
mainland tourism authorities unable to take action.

Low- and zero-tour fees, zero- and negative-reception fees, and
such related problems as forced shopping are so interwoven and com-
plicated that there is no simple solution to resolve them. The above is
no more than a brief sketch of these problems and some of the mea-
sures put in place by the TIC over the years. Unable to root out these
problems on its own, the TIC cannot but keep rolling out new mea-

sures and continue its efforts to tackle them. [fi¢



