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Environment, Transport and Works Bureau, 
The Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region 
 
November 29, 2004 
 

          

A Position Paper to the Government’s Forthcoming 

“A Proposed Scheme to Require Mandatory Registration and Labelling of 

the Contents of Volatile Organic Compounds in Specified Products” 
 

In recent years, there has been rapid economic growth in the Pearl River Delta Region. The air 
quality has been adversely affected as a resulted of growth of industrial manufacturing 
activities, economic activities, the number of vehicles and population. On September 22, 2004, 
The Environment, Transport and Works Bureau put forward “A proposed Scheme to Require 
Mandatory Registration and Labelling of the Contents of Volatile Organic Compounds (VOC) 
in Specified Products”. 
 
The Cosmetic & Perfumery Association of Hong Kong Ltd. supports the 
government to take effective measures to improve the air quality. 
 

However, the current proposed “labeling first, followed by regulatory restriction” scheme by 
the Government lacks thorough considerations and is indiscriminate.  If this scheme is 
implemented abruptly, it will not help to improve the air quality of Hong Kong, but will cause 
tremendous negative impact to the live of people, economy and international status of Hong 
Kong.  Hence, the Cosmetic & Perfumery Association of Hong Kong Ltd. (hereinafter 
referred to as The Association) suggests the government should completely delete “Personal 
Care Products”, i.e. items 24-29, under the list of Consumer Products to be regulated (i.e. 
Annex A) in the “Consultation Document”, and then discuss in details with the industry to 
seek for a feasible policy suitable for the situation in HK. 
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To put it simply, the Association supports the government’s intention to take measures to 
improve the air quality, opposes the government’s execution of the non-discretionary “labeling 
first, followed by regulatory restriction” scheme.  The Association suggests the Government 
should go for a “setting feasible criteria, followed by regulation” policy and proceeds with 
phase-by-phase implementation on “selective products" after discussion with the major 
cosmetics exporter countries with the involvement of our fellows in local cosmetic industry. 
Harmonization with the international trade partners is the key.  Keeping in pace with the 
international environment is the only “win-win policy” for stakeholders in Hong Kong and the 
international community, amongst industry,  people and government.  The Association urges 
the Bureau to take these suggestions into serious considerations. 
 

Huge Negative Impact on People’s Lives 
 
The government required all consumer products (including cosmetic) to be registered with the 
relevant department on the VOC contents of their products before entering the market.  
Registrants are also required to submit testing reports on the VOC contents of their products 
issued by proper local or overseas laboratories, and put labels of VOC% onto the products.  
At present, the estimated testing fees for VOC% of each batch of imported product is a few 
thousands to tens of thousands HK dollars (same currency used as follows).  It is expected 
that the product cost will thus increase at least over 30%.  Owing to all sorts of constraints 
that are likely to be brought forward by the legislation, the varieties of cosmetic in HK market 
will definitely greatly be reduced.  This will extremely disadvantage our local consumers and 
overseas tourists. 
 

Cosmetics are not a major source of VOC.  VOC% labelling is a harsh 
policy, suppressing those who are self-sustaining in the trade. 
 

Cosmetics are not a major source of VOC. Their emission only contributes to 1% of the total 
VOC emissions in Hong Kong.  The Government proposed to impose a penalty of six-month 
imprisonment to press the cosmetic trade to yield to such a harsh policy.  This is simply 
putting the cart before the horse.  

 

50% of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) will be collapsed. 
 

The cosmetic industry in Hong Kong covers a wide variety of practitioners, including 
importers, wholesalers, retailers, beauty and hair practitioners and direct-selling distributors, 
involving over 100,000 personnel, most of which are in SMEs.  According to the Association, 
in the year 2003, cosmetics account for a total annual sale of approximately HKD 2.85 billion 
in HK, while in the first half year in 2004, they account for HKD 1.95 billion.  It reflects that 
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ever since the mainland Chinese travelers were allowed to travel to Hong Kong under the 
"Individual Travel Scheme" since July 2003, the cosmetic industry in Hong Kong has been 
greatly benefited, and more job opportunities have been created (refer to Annex 1 for details).  
Moreover, a SME generally sell about 500 SKUs of cosmetics.  The cost of testing all 
products once as demanded by Government will reach a total of HKD 10 million.  While the 
average annual turnover of a SME is only HKD 5 million, it is expected that over 50% of the 
SMEs in the cosmetic industry will be collapsed, resulting in a loss of over 50,000 job 
opportunities. 
 
"Tourism", the Closely related and mutually dependent industry, is doomed 
to be affected. 
 

Cosmetic is one of the favorite shopping items of visitors to Hong Kong.  After the outbreak 
of SARS, the Cosmetic & Perfumery Association of Hong Kong Ltd. and the Hong Kong 
Tourism Board have been working together closely to help enhance the development of 
tourism.  It is hoped that the Mainland China "Individual Travel Scheme" will restore the 
growth of tourism, retail and cosmetics industries, thus increasing job opportunities.  If the 
price of cosmetics is vastly increased and product varieties shrink due to the implementation of 
VOC% labeling legislation, Hong Kong will lose its credibility as a shoppers’ paradise.  
Being a closely related and mutually dependent industry with cosmetic industry, tourism is 
doomed to be affected. 
 

No precedence of VOC% mandatory labeling in the world 
 

There is no country/territory in the world that requires VOC% labeling for consumer products. 

 

Representatives of the cosmetic industry from the United States of America (USA) and 
European Union (EU) have pointed out repeatedly to officials of the Hong Kong Environment, 
Transport and Works Bureau during their face-to-face discussions that there is no precedence 
of VOC% mandatory labeling requirement in the world.  They have also directly 
reflected to the officials that they do not understand and have shown much concerned about the 
Government’s proposal of VOC% mandatory labeling on cosmetics and the mandatory 
warning statement “VOCs Cause Air Pollution”.  The Japan Cosmetic Industry Association 
(JCIA), which represents the cosmetic industry in Japan, has also expressed similar concerns. 
 

Moreover, the Cosmetic, Toiletry & Fragrance Association (CTFA) of the USA told the HK 
government that the goal set in the proposal on VOC is not attainable.  CTFA stated that, “in 
our view, while the purpose of the proposal is laudatory, the proposal is overbroad and in many 
cases offer solutions which will not advance the goal of limiting VOCs” (refer to Annex 2 for 
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details).  Furthermore, The European Cosmetic, Toiletry & Perfumery Association (COLIPA) 
representing 23 EURO countries describes such proposal as “disproportionate”. COLIPA 
pointed out that, “considers that the proposed requirements are disproportionate to the 
objectives that want to be attained and they (i.e. HKSAR Government) also put in jeopardy the 
economic environment in Hong Kong” (refer to Annex 3 for details). 
 

In fact, by repeatedly restating the concerns of the cosmetic industries worldwide, we are 
simply pointing out an established fact.  The HK government’s proposal on VOC is 
incoherent to the reality, and it loses track with the international trends.  Why, then, should the 
HK cosmetic industry be involved in such an “experiment” that lacks due consideration?  
Besides, cosmetics only contribute to 1% of the total VOC emission in HK.  The Association 
is also attentively watching the trend of global cosmetic regulation.  Last year, our 
representatives attended the International Conference on Cosmetic Regulation Harmonization 
in Tokyo, a conference co-organized by the CTFA, COLIPA and JCIA.  Government officials 
and cosmetic industry representatives from over 70 countries and territories attended the 
conference.  This subject is gaining worldwide interest.  In the past decade, the USA has 
been working to reduce the amount of VOCs in their products progressively in a seven-phases 
process, while the EURO is now drafting a set of phase-based guidelines.  The HK 
Government should take the initiative to coordinate with international cosmetic exporting 
territories regarding the regulation in question, rather than sitting there and narrowing down 
their scope, generating its own set of regulations without considering the situation around the 
world. The current proposal will lead to the cutting off the local cosmetic industry from the 
international market. 
 

The “Labelling first, followed by regulation restriction” policy is setting a 
technical trade barrier for international trade. 
 
95% of cosmetics in HK are imported from other countries.  VOC% labeling and all sorts of 
related constraints are setting a technical trade barrier for international trade.  It will definitely 
result in conflicts between HK and its international trade partners, who may launch complaints 
to the World Trade Organization.  It will definitely damage the status of Hong Kong as a free 
port and international financial centre. 
 

HK and California face different problems.  Don’t follow suit blindly. 
 
The officials of HK Environment, Transport and Works Bureau repeatedly emphasize that they 
adopt the mode of regulating air quality used in California of the USA.  However, one must 
not forget that in California, starting from the 60s, they have spent 40 years on a progressive 
phase-based process for legislation regulating air quality.  At the end of each phase, in-depth 
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research on causes/effect was conducted.  The research results would then be analyzed by the 
industry and academics, which will also evaluate the feasible measures of the following phase. 
 

In South California, onshore winds blow from the Pacific Ocean.  The ocean wind is very 
clean.  As in HK, wind blows from the inland of the Pearl River Delta Region to HK and  
South China Sea in the south.  Pollutants from China Mainland will be brought over by 
southern wind.  The distribution and dispersion pattern of air pollutants in HK and the USA 
are completely different.  The sky of HK is filled with highly concentrated air pollutants from 
the Pearl River Delta Region.  Tung Chung of the Lantau Island has beautiful scenic view and 
is sparsely populated.  Nevertheless, its air is one of the most heavily polluted in HK.  The 
air there usually contains an odor of coal.  The air pollution index of the area is 
disproportionate to the population.  This illustrates that the local emission of air pollutants 
only contributes to a small part, and is not the root cause of the air pollution problem in HK. 
 

The major air pollutants of HK come from the Pearl River Delta Region.  Such situation is 
basically different from the case in California of USA, where local emission is the main source 
of pollutants. 
 

The Environment, Transport and Works Bureau claimed that the proposed mode of 
implementation referred to the legislation currently in use in California.  Firstly, as mentioned 
above, there is no mandatory VOC labeling in California.  Secondly, the HK government 
ignores the principle difference between the root cause of air pollution as in HK and California.  
It also ignores the approach adopted by California, i.e. to invite the industry and academics to 
evaluate and analyze the feasibilities,  and their practice of a phase-based, progressive 
legislation process.  Very often, the HK government only copycats the approaches of the West 
without a thorough understanding of the essence of these approaches ; The Government 
neglects our unique environment and needs of HK, and is merely heading its bureaucratic 
target at whatever the consequences it costs.  The Government does not lay hands on the 
major source of pollutants. Rather, it takes the cosmetic industry that contributes only 1% of 
local emission as a scapegoat.  It is believed that such act will not help to improve the air 
quality in HK, but will only bring essentially structural damage to the livelihood, economy and 
international status of HK. 
 

Is the government improving the business environment and helping people 
be employed, or is it making people to lose their jobs? 
Chief Executive Tung Chee-hwa strongly pledged to improve the business environment, so as 
to stimulate economic growth and improve employment situation.  However, the legislation of 
VOC% labeling runs in an opposite direction.  This violates Chief Tung’s promise and 
disappoints fellow citizens. 
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Conclusion 
 

The Cosmetic & Perfumery Association of Hong Kong Ltd. suggests the government should 
completely delete “Personal Care Products”, i.e. items 24-29, under the list of Consumer 
Products to be regulated (i.e. Annex A) in the “Consultation Document”, and then establish 
a system for detailed discussion with the industry.  The government should seek for a feasible 
policy suitable for the unique environment, constraints and needs of Hong Kong based on an 
objective, scientific and progressive principle. 
 

Yours sincerely, 
 
 
The Cosmetic & Perfumery Association of Hong Kong Ltd. 















Definition and scope of the proposed scheme

Colipa believes it is of paramount importance to include a technical definition
of VOC in the final piece of legislation. Colipa is ready to provide technical
assistance in the coming months on this aspect, taking into account the
current discussions in the European Union in relation to a possible European
Union definition on VOCs for cosmetic products, which are not concluded yet.

Secondly, the proposed VOC scheme would impose certain restrictions on
some consumer products (including certain cosmetic products) simply
because they fall within the definition of a certain product category without
consideration of the amount of VOC actually employed. Colipa strongly
believes that it is not proportionate to treat in the same way products that
have no or low percentage of VOCs as those that do contain a considerable
percentage of VOCs.

ln relation to specific product categories, as referred to in Annex A of the
proposed scheme, it is worth mentioning that the Californian Air Resources
Board (CARB) decided not to include the category of nail polishes in the latest
revision of the Californian VOC law. Colipa believes the same approach
should be therefore also followed in the proposed Hong Kong VOC sCQeme.

Labelling requirements

The labeling requirements, as foreseen in the proposed scheme, go much
beyond the requirements in other countries. Colipa believes they are
disproportionate to the policy objectives that are pursued and that a
international benchmark should be made comparing the labeling requirements
in other countries.

ln particular, Colipa believes there is no need to include on labels neither the
warning "VOCs cause pollution", nor the exact percentage of VOCs in the
product formula, nor the registration number of the product. Public awareness
on VOCs and their environmental considerations is a complex technical
matter and the information on a producfs label cannot convey such
information. As an alternative, there are various possibilities much more
effective to communicate with consumers on VOCs, such as pub'lic
awareness campaigns, which do not have such a high risk to mislead
consumers.

Testing requirements

Companies responsible for putting products on the market are in a good
position to provide the percentage of VOCs in the product formulae as they
hold the ultimate technical responsibility on the composition and safety of their
products. Colipa believes it is not proportionate to require companies to
request external laboratories to carry out an analysis of the percentage of
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VOCs in the product formulae as this is information is easily available from
each producer. Such a requirement would imply high costs on companies.
Colipa proposes instead a submission of the percentage of VOCs in the
product formula to the Hong Kong Authorities by each individual company.
Only in the case that the Hong Kong Authorities consider there is need for a
detailed analysis of the percentage of VOCs for a specifie product, companies
should then be requested to carry out an external analysis of the percentage
of VOC in the given product.

Registration system

A system of registration of products creates a lot of paperwork with no added
benefit to the consumer. A notification system, whereby cosmetic companies
would inform the authorities of the putting on the Hong Kong market of a
product should suffice. The notification of the product would include the
relevant information on the product formula (percentage of VOCs), which
would allow the Authorities to assess the presence or not of VOCs. Authorities
may, according to this information, request companies to provide them with
further information, upon request.

Fines

Colipa believes the fines included in the proposed scheme are
disproportionate to the damage that may be caused by infraction.

* * *
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 IFRA 
 
 
 
Definitions of VOC’s and Fragrances 
 
IFRA believes that a technical definition of the term 'Volatile Organic 
Compounds' is needed to help guide the industry in complying with the proposed 
regulation.  Moreover, given the unique properties and intended purpose of those very 
important components of household and cosmetic products, we believe a clear definition of 
‘’Fragrances’’ should be established to facilitate the exact understanding and 
implementation of the legislation.  
 
Together with RIFM, IFRA is widely considered to have the broadest scientific knowledge 
and experience on the safety aspects of fragrances and fragrance ingredients.  In that 
context, it has consulted with many national regulatory authorities worldwide on regulatory 
matters dealing with the safety and environmental aspects of fragrances and VOC’s.  This 
often includes setting up workshops on topics of interests.  IFRA would be pleased to 
conduct such a workshop for the Hong Kong regulatory authorities involved in drafting the 
subject regulations.  This could consist of the presentation and discussion of the scientific 
and technical information needed to develop and support the public policy decisions 
required for an effective air pollution control program dealing with fragrances and VOC’s, 
as well as a review of successful alternatives adopted in other countries. 
 
By the nature of their intended function and properties, fragrances must 
have some degree of volatility in order to be perceived.  Regulatory authorities have 
recognized these important properties and the benefits of fragrances, and as a result, 
developed and implemented a consistent definition for fragrances from which they may be 
recognized and regulated in their VOC regulations.  For example, in the U.S. state of 
California, VOC regulations define a fragrance as  "a substance or complex mixture of 
aroma chemicals, naturals essential oils, and other functional components with a combined 
vapor pressure not in excess of 2 mm of Hg at 20 C, the sole purpose of which is to impart 
an odor or scent, or to counteract a malodor".  The U.S. Federal guideline has a similar 
definition for a fragrance. 
 
Labeling Requirements 
 
IFRA encourages that the proposed requirements be harmonized with other existing 
national legislation as they would otherwise impose an unnecessary burden on the 
fragrance manufacturers and their customers operating in Hong Kong.  The Labeling 
requirements that would be imposed under the proposed regulations exceed those of other 
similar national regulations, which have achieved the very objectives targeted by the 
proposed legislation. 
  
Testing Requirements 
 
Fragrance companies already have the responsibility for knowing the exact technical 
composition and the safety of their products and as such are already fully aware of the 
percentage of VOC’s in their products.  The onerous requirement for consumer and 
cosmetic product companies to have their products tested by external laboratories for the 
percentage of VOC’s, far exceeds any requirement by other national legislation, worldwide.  
The requirement for external testing, while not offering any additional advantage toward the 
regulation’s purpose, would impose substantially higher costs on the fragrance producers 
and their customers.  The goal of that requirement could be easily achieved by requiring 
that each company putting a product on the Hong Kong market submit to the local 
authorities the percentage of VOC’s in that product.  Should there be reasonable cause for 
requiring further testing by outside agencies of the VOC percentage contained, this would 
then be arranged. 
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 IFRA 
 
 
 
The fragrance industry cooperates closely with consumer and cosmetic product companies 
to ensure compliance with similar VOC regulations.  For example, in the U.S. state of  
California, which so far has enacted the most stringent regulation on VOC’s, manufacturers 
are not required to measure VOC’s, but instead the regulators regularly spot check 
products on the market, and conduct analyses of those products to ensure compliance.   
 
Registration Requirements 
 
The proposed registration procedure would not help to advance the legislative purpose 
while adding significant burden to fragrance companies and their customers.  Here again, 
the goal of the legislation could be easily met by requiring each party putting a product on 
the Hong Kong market to submit to the appropriate authorities all relevant information on 
that product, including the percentage of VOC’s contained.  Should there be a reasonable 
need for further information, those can then be easily requested and provided. 
 
We look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
Richard Boncy 
IFRA Executive Director 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CC The Cosmetics & Perfumery Association of Hong Kong, Fax +852 2312 0348 
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