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ATFIECE Staff reporter

n 22 June 2009, the Panel on Economic Development of the Legislative
O Council met according to schedule, and one of the topics for discussion
was the proposal to reduce the outbound levy to 0.15% and other related
issues. To allow a quick financial relief for travel agents to be in place amid
grave impacts of the global financial crisis and human swine flu, the Panel
agreed to the levy-reduction proposal, but decided to hold another meeting
to deal fully with matters related to the TIC as some of its members were
concerned about the role played by the TIC under the current two-tier regu-
latory regime.

Review of operation of TIC
That meeting, held on 16 July 2009, attracted much attention from the TIC,

which prepared a detailed submission on its functions, methods of regula-
tion and various aspects since it was turned into a self-requlatory body more
than 20 years ago. About 20 organisations, including the TIC and the Con-
sumer Council, and travel agents sent their representatives to speak at the
meeting. After prolonged discussion, the Panel passed a motion to urge the
Government to conduct a review of various aspects of the TIC and the exist-
ing regulatory regime.

The passing of the motion made the TIC deeply aware of the im-
portance of its duties and the necessity of continuous improvement in its
regulatory work in order to meet the expectations and demands of various
parties. As a result, a whole series of measures were put in place
or about to be put in place to address the areas that needed im-
provement as quickly as possible while the Government was busy
conducting the review.

Among the many measures introduced by the TIC while it was await-
ing the Government's verdict of the review to come out, the following ones
aimed at bringing in new blood into committees, enhancing transparency
and assessing the overall performance of the TIC are perhaps more funda-
mental and most likely to have lasting effects. No one can serve on the same
committee for more than six years, directors and non-directors alike; and the
committees most relevant to members must have at least 20%, previously at
most 20%, of their seats filled by members who nominate themselves. The
agendas and minutes of Board and committee meetings, except those of the
disciplinary committees, are posted on the TIC website for members' perusal.
A professional audit firm will be commissioned to conduct a value-for-money
audit on core areas of the TIC.
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Existing regime should continue
In the Government's review report on the operation of the TIC released in

mid-May 2010, fair assessment of the requlatory measures put in place by
the TIC is given. For example, how impartiality is ensured by the TIC in the
handling of disciplinary and appeal cases is highlighted: meetings of the
three disciplinary committees and the Appeal Board, all consisting of more
non-trade members than trade members, are chaired by independent non-
traders.

As for the existing two-tier regulatory regime, with the Travel
Agents Registry (TAR) licensing travel agents and the TIC self-reg-
ulating them, the Government'’s view is that it “should continue”.
Reasons cited in the report include “the TIC in its present form (i.e. a trade
body with regulatory functions) is best placed to foster trade development
on the one hand and regulate the ever-changing trade practices on the oth-
er, as it can combine trade knowledge with swiftness in formulating codes

n,on

of practice and directives”; “the TIC's coordinating role and capability are
particularly prominent in the handling of emergencies involving Hong Kong's
outbound and inbound tour groups” and many others.

The report also deals with some drastic options other than
the one adopted by the Government, such as converting the TIC
into a statutory body, the Government taking over the regulatory
role of the TIC, or merging the TAR with the TIC. They are all ruled
out by the Government for such reasons as the financial implica-
tions of the change and the inherent shortcomings in the other
options.

When the Panel discussed the Government's review report on 24 May
2010, the Secretary for Commerce and Economic Development Mrs Rita Lau,
apart from recapping the merits of the current self-regulatory regime, high-
lighted the Government's enhanced efforts to monitor the work of the TIC
and cautioned against any hasty attempt to revoke the long-established and
widely accepted regime.

Concluding remarks
During the 22 years when the current two-tier requlatory regime has been in

place, the outbound and inbound industries have sustained prosperity on the
whole despite ups and downs along the way. Why not, then, channel effort
and energy into tweaking and improving the whole structure of regulation,
rather than destroying and rebuilding it? {fie
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