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Draft
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Ref: CB1/PL/HG/1
Panel on Housing

Minutes of meeting
held on Wednesday, 20 October 1999, at 8:30 am
in the Chamber of the Legislative Council Building

XXXXXXXXXXX

\ Estate Agents Authority

Meeting with the Society of Hong Kong Real Estate Agents Ltd, the
Hong Kong Real Estate Agencies Association, the Hong Kong Chamber
of Professional Property Consultants Ltd, the Property Agencies

Association Ltd and the New Territories Estate Agency Association
(LC Paper No. CB(1) 132/99-00(02))

10. Ms Louisa SUM explained to members the difficult situation
which property agents would face upon the implementation of the
Estate Agents Practice (General Duties and Hong Kong Residential
Properties) Regulation (Practice Regulation) on 1 November 1999.
She said that there would be substantial increase in the operating cost
since they had to pay charges to different departments in order to
obtain the information required under the Practice Regulation. She
commented that the consultation period of the Practice Regulation was
too short for the trade participants to digest the complicated regulation
and to express their views. Furthermore, she highlighted major
proposals in their submission for members’ information as follows:

(i) to reduce the licence fee by 50% taking into account the
considerable surplus of the EAA,;



(i1) to suspend the implementation of the Practice Regulation
until a centralized property databank was established under
the joint effort of the Housing Bureau and the EAA;

(ii1) to speed up the establishment of the databank;

(iv) EAA to provide more assistance to members of the trade
such as training, enquiry hotlines and increasing the
frequency of qualifying examinations;

(v) to appoint more representatives of the trade to the EAA;
and

(vi) to strengthen publicity on the work of EAA and the
Practice Regulation.

11. Mr Fred L1 Wah-ming and Mr Gary CHENG Kai-nam declared
interest as members of the EAA.

12. On the determination of level of licence fee, Mr CHU Yu-lin
opined that there appeared to be insufficient communication between
the EAA and trade members. Chief Executive Officer/Estate Agents
Authority (CEO/EAA) responded that EAA was a self-financing
statutory body and its major source of income was from the licence fee
paid by the trade members. There was a Licensing Committee under
EAA responsible for determining the level of licence fee. She
explained that the policy of the EAA was to budget for a break-even in
each financial year and in the long term. However, in formulating its
budget, it was difficult to estimate the income as the number of
licensees could not be predetermined with accuracy in view of the high
mobility of the trade members. Taking into account the cumulated
surplus of the EAA and the strong views of the trade members, EAA
had decided to reduce the licence fee by 20% at a meeting on 14
October 1999. She remarked that the level of licence fee would be
subject to review once there were signs showing that the surplus might
be exhausted.

13. On measures to reduce operating cost of the EAA, Mr CHU
Yu-lin proposed that in view of the anticipated drop in number of
licensees in the coming year, the EAA could reduce its expenditure on
staff cost by cutting its manpower instead of just freezing the growth in
the establishment. He said that by cutting cost, EAA could offer
further reduction to the licence fee so that the economic burden on
trade participants could be alleviated. Mr LUN Chi-yim added that a
50% cut in the licence fee as proposed by the trade members should be
acceptable to the EAA taking into account its $40 million surplus. He
urged the Administration to appreciate the difficulties of the trade
under the existing economic depression and make further reduction in
the licence fee.
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14. While fully understanding the difficulties of the trade, CEO/EAA
explained that EAA had given due consideration in drafting its budget and
establishment. Reduction in manpower would be unlikely in the near
future for technical reasons of employment terms of contract staff as well as
the anticipated increase in workload for handling complaints and providing
assistance to trade members when the Practice Regulation came into effect.
She added that with a 20% cut in the licence fee, EAA would be facing a
very stringent budget. Upon members’ request, she undertook to provide
the breakdown on income and expenditure of the EAA for members’
information.

(Post-meeting note: The forecast on income and expenditure of
the EAA was circulated to members vide LC Paper No.
CB(1)253/99-00 on 4 November 1999.)

15. Mrs Selina CHOW LIANG Shuk-yee expressed appreciation of
the open attitude of the Administration in achieving solution to the

disagreement on licence fee. She opined that the core of the problem
was the user-pays and self-financing principles adopted by the EAA.
The trade members were not convinced that further reduction in the
licence fee was impossible taking into account the $40 million surplus
EAA had in hand. In addition, she was concerned about the
transparency of EAA as a self-financing regulatory body and enquired
whether there was any kind of publications on EAA’s work and
expenditure available for public information.

16. CEQO/EAA reiterated that EAA had been exercising very strict
control on its expenditure. She quoted the example of the pay scale
of EAA staff which was set according to that of the private sector and
there would be no increment within the 2 years’ contract. On the
issue of transparency, the Deputy Secretary for Housing (DS for H)
informed members that the annual report of EAA had been presented to
the Legislative Council on 13 October 1999.

17. On facilitating provision of property information, the Assistant
Director/Legal & Management/Building Department informed members
that the Buildings Department had recently streamlined its information
access system on certified copies of Occupation Permit. The retrieval
time had been significantly reduced from 14 days to about three days
and there was now a plan on further reducing the retrieval time to one
working day. It was also proposed, subject to the approval of the
relevant authorities, to reduce the charge for providing a certified true
copy of an occupation permit from $190 to the region of $50. The
Assistant Commissioner (Admin. & Staff Development)/Rating and
Valuation Department said that 24 hour Info-Hotline Service was
provided for enquiry of property information with the Rating and
Valuation Department. The service could handle up to 2000 enquiries
per day and it would take about two minutes with a cost of $12 - 15 to



make enquiry on one property. The Registry Manager/Land Registry
said that the Land Registry had been providing Direct Access Service

since 1994 for subscribed users to gain access to the land register
through computers in their offices. The service hours had been
extended since 1 September 1999 and the Registry was considering the
provision of service on public holidays.

18. On the establishment of a centralized property databank, Mr
NG Leung-sing asked whether the Administration had set a schedule
for the establishment and whether the trade members’ proposal of
deferring the implementation of the Practice Regulation until the
establishment of the databank could be considered.

19. DS for H responded that property agents had the responsibility
to provide accurate property information to purchasers even before the
implementation of the Practice Regulation. Although the Practice
Regulation would inevitably involve a change to the workflow and the
culture of the trade, many of the elements that made up the cost per
listing on the part of the estate agent had been part and parcel of the
nature of estate agency work. She said that the Housing Bureau (HB)
was of the view that the setting up of a databank should not be a
prerequisite for the implementation of the Practice Regulation.
Nevertheless, the HB had pursued the idea actively and had explored
the feasibility of setting up the databank with relevant departments i.e.
the Land Registry, the Buildings Department and the Rating and
Valuation Department.

20. Mr Fred L1 asked whether the Housing Bureau or the EAA
would be responsible for the establishment of the centalized databank.
He commented that if EAA would be in charge of the set up as well as
the provision of fundings for the databank, the source of funding would
come from the trade instead of from the Government. DS for H
replied that as the statutory body for regulation of the trade and for
raising service and professional standards, the EAA should be the most
appropriate body to assume responsibility of the establishment of a
centralized property databank. She added that the HB would provide
support in liaising with relevant Government departments for
compilation of information required and to facilitate the project where
appropriate.

21. CEO/EAA said that the EAA had been informed of the
responsibility of setting up the databank only recently. She explained
that although relevant departments were supportive to the idea in
principle, there were a number of technical problems to be resolved,
such as the integration of incompatible data being stored in different
forms in different departments and the possible infringement of
copyrights. Therefore, a schedule for the establishment of the
databank was not yet available and the EAA would set up a special
working group on this in due course.
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22. Mr Fred LI said that he had received information about a private
organisation establishing a property databank for users to access to required
information through internet. He wished to know the reason behind the
Administration’s slow progress on this issue whilst a private organization
could achieve this much in advance. The Chairman shared Mr LI’s views
and commented that the Panel should be provided with more information on
this issue.

23. In response to Mr Gary CHENG?’s concern over the possible role
conflict of the Secretary for Housing (S for H) on officiating an
opening ceremony of a property databank set up by a private
organisation, Principal Assistant Secretary for Housing clarified that
the Housing Bureau was gathering more information on the function
before S for H would decide on whether or not to attend.

24. Mr Gary CHENG expressed dissatisfaction on the recent
incidents where HB referred trade members’ request to EAA for
reduction in licence fee and assigning the responsibility of setting up a
centralized databank to the EAA. He opined that as a self-financing
statutory body, the EAA should be given more autonomy in decision
making. DS for H stressed that HB respected EAA’s legal status.
However, upon the receipt of strong protests over EAA's decision, it
was fit and proper for HB to convey such protests to the relevant
organization concerned i.e. the EAA in this case. Concerning the
assignment of the responsibility of setting up a centalized databank, DS
for H reiterated that the EAA was the appropriate body for this task.
She added that the HB and EAA shared a common objective of
improving supporting services to trade members.

25. Mrs Selina CHOW agreed with DS for H that referring the
request of trade members to EAA did not mean that HB was intervening
in EAA’s work. She appreciated the efforts of the Buildings
Department, the Rating and Valuation Department and the Land
Registry in improving the efficiency of information retrieval for the
benefit of the estate agency trade. She commented that with further
enhancement by the three departments, the urgency of setting up a
centralized databank should be reassessed taking into account its costs
and benefits. In addition, she opined that it would be more cost
effective for EAA to allocate more resources on the education and
publicity for improvement of the services and professional standard of
property agents, than to use the resources for taking legal proceedings
against misconduct agents. CEO/EAA expressed support to this
suggestion for allocation of resources.

26. In concluding, Mr Mike KOO expressed trade members’ concern
over the transparency of EAA. He said that at present, they had no
information on the income and expenditure of the EAA though they were
required to pay for its operation cost. He reiterated trade members’




request for the setting up of the centralized databank before the
implementation of the Practice Regulation. Mr LUN Chi-yim informed
members that he would provide the Panel with a supplementary submission
on the impact of the implementation of the Practice Regulation on the trade
after the meeting.

(Post-meeting note: the supplementary submission was
circulated to members vide LC Paper No. CB(1)154/99-00 on
21 October 1999.)



