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Backing consumer rights is good for business
More Hongkongers today demand better consumer protection, and the business community should accept this as something that will benefit all in the years ahead. Is that happening? I believe it is – mostly.
To take my own industry as an example: the government wants to establish an independent insurance authority to replace the officials who currently supervise the industry. This would bring insurance into line with the banking and securities industries and with international practice. Those of us in the sector generally support the idea. It would cost us a bit more, as we would have to fund the new regulator. But it would be in the interests of insurers and insurance customers.
The insurance industry has already embraced such change. It now allows purchasers of life insurance a cooling-off period in case they change their mind after signing the policy.  We are heading towards a policy protection system to cover customers if an insurer fails. An independent supervisor would consolidate consumer protection.
Some of us in insurance do see an irony. It is funny that our industry, with its old-fashioned mixture of self-regulation and government supervision, was the one part of the financial services sector that did not run into problems during the financial crisis. There was no insurance version of the Lehman Brothers minibonds.
In all fairness, Hong Kong’s financial sector came out of the financial crisis looking quite reasonable in terms of consumer protection. While the supervisory systems in the United States, Britain and elsewhere clearly failed, as banks went bankrupt in the wake of subprime lending, Hong Kong’s worst problem was the minibonds sales issue – a storm in a teacup by international standards.
Like insurers, banks and securities companies in Hong Kong have accepted tighter supervision because they know it will boost public confidence in the industry. This is important because throughout the financial services sector (and many other industries like phone companies and even beauty salons) most cases of customer dissatisfaction come down to selling.
Consumer rights will ultimately be good for people, companies and the whole economy. After all, we are all consumers, and we expect vendors to give us a fair deal. Thank heavens that the days when people turned a blind eye to cheating and rip-offs are over.
Or are they?  Here is an extract from an e-mail I received from someone who is highly respected in the financial industry: “My view about developers in Hong Kong is that eight out of 10 of them would be out of business if they were in any other industry. Take ours, financial services, for example. If we had wilfully misled our customers – delivered 30 per cent fewer shares than the customer paid for, offered security boxes that do not lock (like apartment blocks that leak after it rains) and advertised our investment products like the developers do (a lousy project presented as a chateau with wide-open skyline and green space in Mid-levels or right by the sea) – we would all have gone to jail.”
Most of us in the business are aware that, for many Hong Kong people, “business” has been getting a bad name in recent years. Consumer rights and social responsibility are key to addressing this. If we want Hong Kong people to be confident in us, we must share their vision for a fair society.
But, judging from public complaints about some of their sales methods, some developers (though not all) are behind the curve here. Isn’t it strange that a wide range of consumer markets like insurance are coming under tighter control for the good of consumers, while most people’s purchase of a lifetime – a home – is still far less regulated?
