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The “new normal” of estate agency
business under the pandemic

RE

s we have been fighting against the COVID-19 pandemic for more
Athan one year, most of us have gradually got used to a new mode
of operation under the pandemic. While different industries were hit
hard by the pandemic, most of them have proactively developed new
forms of operation to tackle the challenges and difficulties, the estate
agency trade was not an exception. In this issue of Horizons, we would
like to give a few reminders to licensees about this “new normal” in the
estate agency business.

Maintaining social distance

Good personal hygiene is one of the crucial measures to reduce the
spread of COVID-19. Apart from wearing a mask properly, licensees
should always keep their estate agency shops clean in order to provide
a safe environment for clients. It is important to conduct regular
sterilisation and ensure good ventilation in estate agency shops.
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In addition, licensees should always keep a safe distance from colleagues
or work stations wherever possible and avoid physical greetings such as
handshaking. Licensees should also stay alert to the latest government
policy on social distancing measures and comply with the relevant
measures when carrying out estate agency work.

No matter when promoting first or second-hand properties (including
accompanying clients to inspect a property or show flats), licensees
should comply with the requirements imposed under the Prevention and
Control of Disease (Prohibition on Group Gathering) Regulation from
time to time. Licensees are strongly reminded to maintain social distance
in particular at first-sale sites and follow the instructions of developers,
in order to maintain good order.

Utilising online resources in practice

Under the “new normal” of estate agency, many licensees have adopted
online promotions or even online browsing of properties. It is not
uncommon to find licensees using videos to show the properties and
post them online via different social media platforms, such as YouTube,
Facebook and Instagram etc., in order to promote them to prospective
clients who do not wish to visit the properties in person. Some videos are
even embedded with the technology of virtual reality (VR) which try to
stimulate real-life experience of viewing properties offsite.

In fact, the EAA notes this trend and is pleased to support the trade by
enhancing licensees’ skills in video production using their smartphones.
Under the Government's Matching Grant Scheme for Skills Upgrading
of the Anti-epidemic Fund, the EAA and HKUSPACE will launch a brand
new CPD course titled “Common tools and mobile apps for video
shooting and editing” in July 2021. For enrollment details, please refer
to the EAA website (www.eaa.org.hk).
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Under this new trend of promotion, licensees should note
that when issuing advertisements, of whatever format
or through whatever platform, they must comply with
the regulations and guidelines of the EAA. For instance,
licensees must obtain the vendor's written consent prior
to the issuance of advertisements for residential properties
and ensure that the property information provided in the
advertisements is accurate.

Likewise, the Property Number as well as the Advertisement
Date must be stated clearly and legibly on the advertisements.
Moreover, advertisements must be removed as soon as
practicable after the residential property concerned is no
longer available for sale or leasing, or upon the termination of
the estate agency agreement concerned (whichever is earlier).

On the other hand, due to the pandemic, many face-to-face
meetings between licensees and their clients were replaced by online
communications with instant messaging or conferencing tools. On
this, licensees are reminded to enter into the estate agency agreement
with their clients properly and ensure that all information they provide
to clients is valid and accurate. In addition, licensees should note the
potential risks to users’ privacy when using social media and instant
messaging apps and take necessary precautionary measures, for
example, to set up passwords and enable the “end-to-end encryption”
function to protect clients’ personal data.

Licensees are advised to take information security measures (e.g.
password protection or encryption) on sensitive information before
transmitting it to clients through electronic means to reduce the risk of
data tampering or data breach. Also, they should dispose of documents/
records containing personal data properly after use. In this respect,
licensees are advised to visit the website of The Office of the Privacy
Commissioner for Personal Data for more information and practical
advice on the protection of personal data.

Conclusion

As technology advances and people’s lifestyle changes, modes of
business operation will inevitably evolve, even without the impact of the
pandemic. The attribute of “Advancement” that a “5A agent” should
possess is exactly what it takes to keep an estate agent competitive
under the “new normal”. However, while the new modes of operations
might be more convenient and effective for business, licensees should
be prudent and cautious to comply with the relevant rules of the EAA
and always be a “5A" agent.



