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ESTATE AGENTS AUTHORITY = ANNUAL REPORT 2018-19

As the regulator of the estate agency trade in Hong Kong, the
Estate Agents Authority ("EAA”") is charged with the responsibility
for ensuring proper trade practices and conduct for the protection
of consumers’ interests. This is an on-going challenge because
estate agents often deploy different and sometimes questionable
tactics in the competitive market. The EAA will monitor their
marketing tactics and respond swiftly to halt practices considered
not in order.

Getting through a volatile year with
determination

The Hong Kong property market cooled off slightly in 2018.
However, by spring 2019, a revived rally started to take hold
again. First-hand residential properties remained the most sought
after due chiefly to the down payment schemes provided by
developers. Transactions in the second-hand market remained
sluggish because sellers were reluctant to sell at a low price and
potential buyers had difficulties raising sufficient cash to satisfy the
down-payment requirements.

Despite the market performance, the number of licensed estate
agents reached a record high towards the end of 2018 but showed
a mild decline thereafter. There was however no clear correlation
between the licensee numbers and the property market.

As estate agents reacted to the changing environment, the EAA
introduced several new measures to ensure that the estate agency
trade continued to operate orderly and smoothly.

Challenges and improvements

For the first time, the Financial Action Task Force (“FATF")
extended its coverage to the estate agency sector to evaluate
the effectiveness of its anti-money laundering (“AML") and
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counter-terrorist financing ("CTF") systems. Last year, the Anti-
Money Laundering and Counter-Terrorist Financing Ordinance
2018 extended the statutory customer due diligence and record
keeping requirements to certain non-financial professions
including solicitors, accountants, estate agents, and trust, or
company service providers. Although it was a challenge for both
the EAA and the trade it also meant that the professionalism of
the trade is taking shape and the trade must gradually advance
itself to match the standards of other professions. Through a
series of measures, such as issuing guidelines, conducting training
sessions and compliance inspections, the trade’s awareness of
AML/CTF risks was raised. Trade representatives were equipped
with the relevant knowledge before they met with the FATF at the
evaluation session. Regardless of the outcome of the evaluation,
the EAA will continue to educate the trade to improve their
knowledge on the subject.
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Responding to the order issue at the sales-sites of first-hand
residential properties, the EAA saw the need to seek the
cooperation of developers to restrain the behaviour of estate
agents carrying out work on their sites. The signing of the First-
sales Charter with 34 developers last year sent a strong message to
the public and the trade that both the EAA and the participating
developers would not condone any unruly behavior of estate
agents when promoting first-hand residential properties.
Following the Charter and the issuance of a new practice circular
imposing stricter requirements, the order at the first-sale sites was
significantly improved.

The EAA also dealt with a long-term bad habit of the trade, which
was the accuracy issue of property advertisements. During the
year, the EAA issued a new practice circular setting out further
guidelines on issuing property advertisements, which was aimed
at stopping the practice of using sham listings or fake listing prices
to lure customers or allowing obsolete advertisements to remain
for months or years. As these practices are unprofessional and
damage the credibility of the trade, we were glad to see gradual
improvements.

The EAA has been concerned about the unpleasant experiences
Hong Kong consumers have had in purchasing non-local
properties. While such properties are outside of the EAA’s purview
unless our licensees are involved in the sales, it is still difficult if not
entirely impossible for the EAA to protect their buyers in the way
it is protecting Hong Kong consumers in their property purchases
in Hong Kong. Nonetheless, the EAA issued guidelines for its
licensees and warned them to put in extra effort in protecting
Hong Kong consumers if they are involved in such sales activities.
The EAA will continue to assist the government in educating
the public that the consumers involved in such transactions
should engage local professionals to assist with their purchase
transactions.
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Promoting the “5A” agent

All the EAA’s work paves the way for a more professional trade and
better consumer protection. There are professional estate agents
in the business that provide five-star quality services and should
be acknowledged. In order to educate consumers to identify a
high calibre estate agent, the EAA launched a publicity campaign
promoting the “5A” qualities of a professional estate agent.
Through the campaign, we also aim to remind estate agents of the
required qualities of a competent “5A” agent and the need to serve
customers better.
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Complicated business ahead

To do a good job as a regulator the EAA must respond to new
market trends and estate agency practices. For example, the new
sales strategy of using a closed bidding process in the sale of first-
hand residential properties by property developers has been
questioned due to a lack of transparency of the prevailing prices
for these properties. In addition, the role of estate agents assisting
in the process is also under scrutiny. The EAA will closely monitor
the situation and take any appropriate action, if necessary.

Closing

In closing, I would like to thank each and every one of our Board
Members for his/her time and selfless contributions, in particular,
those members who have retired during the year. | also welcome
our new members to our Board, Ms Meena DATWANI, Professor
Eddie HUI Chi-man, MH and Mr Daryl NG Win-kong, JP.

My heartfelt gratitude also goes to the Transport and Housing
Bureau, estate agency practitioners, trade associations, developers
and all our other stakeholders, for their continuous support.

A new page was turned this year as we finally moved some of our
staff from the city centre into our own office, which the EAA had
planned for two decades. From here we are well placed to face
the challenges and issues that will arise due to an ever-increasing
demand on our human resources.
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Last but not least, special thanks must go to Ms Ruby HON Yuen-
ping, the EAA Chief Executive Officer and all EAA colleagues under
her able leadership. Without their dedication and commitment,
our work would not have been accomplished.

With our collaborative efforts and support, the EAA will continue to
improve the practice of the estate agency trade, so consumers will
be better protected in property transactions.

Professor William LEUNG Wing-cheung, sBs, Jp
Chairman
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