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Safe as houses?
Last month, an electrical appliances shopkeeper in Sha Tin got 10 weeks in prison for selling a HK$2,880 kitchen range hood that broke the Trade Descriptions Ordinance. Following a complaint, undercover customs officers caught him claiming that the fans operated three times faster than they really did. Was the sentence harsh or light? The maximum penalty is five years and a HK$500,000 fine, so it could have been worse.
Just the day before, Secretary for Transport and Housing Eva Cheng visited several show flats, where property developers displayed mock-up residential properties that are coming on the market. The projects are still under construction, so buyers need these life-size models to get an idea of what they will get for their money.
Cheng said the show flats could be misleading. Most people know that they often omit features like doors or even internal walls, to give a greater sense of space. Fittings such as cupboards in these mock homes may be unrealistically small.
Soon after, the government announced measures to make flat sales more transparent. For example, developers will be expected to disclose more information about a flat and its price, and give customers more time to think about it.They will need to sell flats in larger quantities, to make it harder to manipulate the price upwards; show flats must be more accurate.
Will such measures convince home buyers they are getting a fair deal?
A recent study by a Chinese-language newspaper showed that a typical secondhand Home Ownership Scheme flat here was 500 sq ft and cost just over HK$4,500 a square foot. Its Singapore equivalent, brand new, was 968 sq ft and cost the equivalent of HK$1,518 a square foot.
In Singapore, most people live in such homes; here, only a relatively small number get HOS-type subsidised homes (and far more rent low-quality public flats). The gap between property prices in the two cities reflects differences in government housing and land policies. But it also suggests home buyers here could get a better deal.
We often hear allegations that officials are biased in favour of tycoons or vested interests. If the government wants to counter this charge, it should probably continue to pay attention to the property market.
Where marketing and sales methods are concerned, many people would argue that buyers should be given a proper cooling-off period in which they can change their minds after making what is, after all, a massive financial commitment – often under pressure from sales agents. Where flat sizes are concerned, buyers would probably benefit from a more consistent, standardised method for adding up the gross and net areas.
Much more could be done to give homebuyers a better deal. In many markets, it is considered normal for new residential buildings to come with 10-year warranties, and there are minimum standards to ensure things like soundproofing and energy efficiency, which can have a big impact on quality of life after people move in to a new development.
Of course, the government is right to stop an electrical appliances shop from cheating customers. It is also good to see officials propose, as they did recently, to expand the scope of the trade descriptions legislation to include services. This follows a noticeable increase in criticism of sales and marketing tactics used by telephone, internet and cable services, as well as vendors of lifestyle products like yoga classes, gyms, spas and similar beauty and health centre chains.
Although consumer protection has come a long way in the past few decades, it has probably not kept up to speed with technological developments and the growth in our economy and living standards. Consumers today spend far less of their money on physical goods and more on services. The government’s proposal deserves support.
However, as critics point out, it does not cover financial services and it leaves out real estate. The government would probably argue that there are big differences between regulating nail salons, banks and developers.
This is undoubtedly true. But it is precisely because of these differences that we need to look at ways to make sure the respective industries give a fairer deal to retail investors and to people buying a home.
Property, in particular, is a constant source of complaints and, many would argue, social division, and it represents a very large portion of families’ spending over many years. It should be a consumer-rights priority.
Ultimately, it is about creating a fairer and harmonious Hong Kong.
