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Purpose
1.
This paper sets out the background of the implementation of the
Government Electronic Trading Services (GETS)1, and issues relating to the two
GETS service providers. It also summarizes the major views and concerns
expressed by members at previous Panel meetings.

Background
2.
To promote electronic commerce, improve efficiency and reduce the use
of paper, the Government has since 1997 introduced GETS, a front-end
electronic services, for the trading community to submit six trade-related official
documents, namely (a) Import and Export Declaration (TDEC); (b) Dutiable
Commodities Permit (DCP); (c) Electronic Manifest (EMAN); (d) Certificate of
Origin (CO); (e) Production Notification (PN); and (f) notifications under the
Textiles Trader Registration Scheme (TTRS).
3.
In providing the front-end electronic services, a service provider
collects data electronically from traders and carriers, confirms their identity,
validates such data, charges the account of the trader for the relevant fees and
levies, and transmits the data to the Government's back-end computer systems for
the latter to perform a wide variety of functions, including customs clearance,
compilation of trade statistics, import and export licensing control, origin
certification, etc.
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formerly known as Electronic Data Interchange (EDI) services
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4.
To cater for the needs of traders/carriers who do not have the
information technology (IT) capability of making direct electronic submissions
from their own offices, a GETS service provider is required to provide the
Electronic Trading Access Service (ETAS) whereby paper submissions by
traders/carriers are converted into electronic submissions for onward
transmissions to the Government.

GETS service providers
Tradelink Electronic Commerce Ltd
5.
In December 1992, the Government granted an exclusive franchise to
Tradelink Electronic Commerce Ltd (Tradelink) for the provision of GETS.
The franchise was for seven years, beginning from the start of Tradelink's
commercial operation in 1997 and expiring on 31 December 2003.
6.
The Government concluded a non-exclusive agreement with Tradelink
in December 2003 for the latter to continue to provide GETS2 for a period of
five years (i.e. from 1 January 2004 to 31 December 2008). The Government
has subsequently extended its contract with Tradelink by 12 months, i.e. until the
end of 2009. At present, Tradelink provides GETS for all the six trade-related
documents.
Global e-Trading Services Limited
7.
After consulting the Panel and the trade in 2001, the Government
decided to bring in competition for the provision of GETS through an open
tender exercise. Following a tender exercise for TDEC, DCP and EMAN
services in April 2002, Global e-Trading Services Limited (Global) was
appointed as an additional GETS service provider for a period of five years from
1 January 2004 to 31 December 2008. The Government has subsequently
extended its contract with Global by 12 months, i.e. until the end of 2009. At
present, Global provides GETS for TDEC, DCP and EMAN.
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The contract period for providing TDEC, DCP and EMAN is for five years beginning from 1 January
2004. The contract period for services relating to textiles trade (i.e. restrained textiles export licence
(RTEL), PN and TTRS) or predominantly related to textiles trade (i.e. CO, of which over 90% of the
transaction volume in 2003 were textiles-related) is for a period of one year which has been
subsequently renewed (except RTEL service which was no longer required from January 2005
onwards) in view of service need.
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Measures to ensure fair competition between the two GETS service
providers
8.
The objective of opening up the GETS market is to introduce into the
market competition in price, quality of service, and development of value-added
services to the benefit of the trading community. To achieve this policy
objective, the Administration's approach in regulating the GETS market consists
of several key elements as set out in the following paragraphs.
9.
Both service agreements are signed on a non-exclusive basis. Thus,
the Government has the right to introduce new service provider(s) any time for
the provision of GETS in respect of any individual trade document if there is a
need to do so (e.g. if there is collusion among service providers to the detriment
of the trading community).
10.
In addition, the contract period of the service agreements is for five
years only. If an individual service provider's performance is not entirely
satisfactory, the Government may, apart from giving feedback to the concerned
service provider through regular meetings, consider not to renew the service
agreement with that service provider when the current agreement expires.
11.
To ensure that there will be genuine competition among the service
providers, there are prohibitions against cross-ownership among the service
providers.
12.
To ensure that in the actual day-to-day operations, the service providers
will have the maximum flexibility to respond to changing market situations to
compete with each other, as long as the service providers abide by the ceilings
they have committed for their service charges, the service providers are free to
adjust their prices and marketing strategies to compete with each other, in order
to maximize the benefits competition may bring to the trading community.
13.
If at any time during the contract period, all other service providers have
withdrawn from providing any specific service resulting in a service provider
becoming the only provider of that service, the remaining service provider will
adopt the then prevailing prices and discount packages for that service as the
ceiling for a specified period of time within which the Government could
complete a new tender exercise for appointing new operator(s) and the operator(s)
could launch the concerned service.
14.
Service providers should not engage in any act which will prevent,
restrict, discourage or restrain competition in relation to the provision of GETS.
If in the opinion of the Government, the service provider has engaged in any such
conduct, the Government may require the service provider to cease such
conduct(s). The service provider may, if it so wishes, make representations to
the Government. If the Government is not satisfied with the representations and
the differences cannot be resolved by mutual consultation within a prescribed
timeframe, either party may institute legal proceedings.
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15.
To ensure that a trader has a genuine choice among the service
providers, service providers are required to make each service independently
available for subscription and publish its service charges.
16.
Service providers also have to supply information which the
Government may reasonably require to ensure their compliance with the
provisions of the service agreements.
17.
All the measures in paragraphs 9 – 16 above were agreed and
incorporated in the service agreements signed with Tradelink in late 2003.
Some of these measures (paragraphs 13 – 16) were not included in the service
agreements with Global on TDEC and DCP, as such agreements had already been
signed with Global in early 2003. The Government proposed to Global in
January 2004 that a supplemental agreement on the above terms should be signed.
However, no such agreement was eventually signed because while Global has
expressed its recognition of the importance of instituting safeguards to ensure fair
competition, it has taken the view that the terms proposed by the Administration
are not sufficient mainly because they have not spelt out particular behaviours
which might be practised by a "dominant player" and the controls applicable to
these behaviours. That notwithstanding, the Government had incorporated
these measures (paragraphs 13 – 16) in the subsequent service agreement on
EMAN signed with Global in early 2006. Moreover, in order to perform the
role as the regulator of GETS service providers, the Government holds regular
meetings with the two service providers to ensure that all services are provided in
accordance with the terms in the respective service agreements.

Complaints concerning business practices in GETS
18.
Members noted at the Panel meeting held on 14 June 2004 that Global
had lodged some complaints against certain business practices of Tradelink.
The outcome of the Administration's investigation on such complaints and on
additional complaints from Global and Tradelink lodged in 2005 is at
Appendix I. The Administration has informed the service providers concerned
of the outcome of its investigation and has taken the necessary actions to ensure
fair competition in the GETS market. According to the information provided by
the Administration in May 2007, it has not received any new complaint from the
service providers since January 2006.

Members' major views and concerns
19.
Noting the Government's initiative to bring in additional GETS service
provider, Panel members have enquired whether the Government, being one of
Tradelink's major shareholder, would consider selling its shares in Tradelink
through public offers or reselling them to a private company, so as to maintain a
level playing field in the market. Noting members' concern, the Administration
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has advised that it will gradually withdraw from Tradelink and suitable options
will be explored.
In this respect, the Government has downsized its
shareholdings in Tradelink from 42.5% to 12.3% during the latter's initial public
offering exercise in 2005.
20.
The Panel has also attached importance to ensuring fair competition
among GETS service providers. Members have expressed concern on whether
adequate checks and balances have been put in place to guard against
anti-competitive acts of the GETS services, and whether sanctions are provided
against acts of unfair competition. In this regard, members have suggested the
Administration to formulate guidelines and codes of practice for compliance by
service providers on the provision of GETS to avoid any anti-competitive
practices. The Administration has advised that the service agreements on GETS
have contained provisions to prohibit any act which will prevent, restrict,
discourage or restrain competition in relation to the provision of GETS. After a
complaint about a GETS service provider's anti-competitive act has been
investigated and found substantiated, the Administration will require the service
provider to cease such act. Meanwhile, the service provider being complained
against may make representation to the Government in respect of the complaint.
If the Government is not satisfied with the representation and the differences
cannot be resolved by mutual consultation within a prescribed timeframe, the
Government may send to the service provider concerned a warning in writing of
the Government's intention to terminate the relevant service contract.

Latest position
21.
The Administration will seek members' views on the arrangements for
the provision of GETS after the expiry of the current contracts signed with
Tradelink and Global at the Panel meeting to be held on 20 November 2007.

Relevant papers
22.

A list of relevant papers is at Appendix II.
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