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[image: image5.png]The root causes to the problem were the limited scope of what the self regulatory body
could oversee, and most importantly, that it was up to the medical practitioner's
professional colleagues to determine whether particular behaviour was to be construed
as "misconduct”. The Medical Council, at present, can take action if a medical
practitioner in the pursuit of his profession has done something which will be:

"reasonably regarded as disgraceful, unethical or dishonourable by his
professional colleagues of good repute and competency". (The Medical Council
of Hong Kong - Professional Code and Conduct, Part Il!).

Clearly, any self regulatory mechanisms that are put in place need to examine what
benefits they provide in the wider community interest, not simply to members of the
business or professional association. Moreover, in referring to community interest, | am
not only referring to the need to be fair to consumers, merely as an act of charity, good
faith or to serve some social need, but that the mechanism has to provide an economic
benefit as well.

Can we be moral and forward looking?

Notwithstanding the obvious problems that do exist, there are things happenmg in Hong
Kong, and which have occurred in the past that demonstrate we are moving towards the
third stage in the ethical scale.

The creation of the specific unit within ICAC that looks at Business Ethics, and the Ethics
Development Centre of the Baptist University, are fine examples of what can be done.
The increasing debate on the issue of ethics, as demonstrated by the very fact that the
Hong Kong Baptist University School of Business is organising this event, is another
worthy trend.

In the past year, there were laudable reforms aiming at improving the governance of
business and protection of small investors/consumers in the financial and telecom
markets. Of note there has been the passing of the Security and Futures Amendment
Bills, amendments to the Code of Banking Practice and the introduction of codes in
relation to telecommunications services.

Internationally, there is a global trend to promote awareness of business ethics for
companies to use benchmarks for their own business principles. These include:

e the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) Guidelines
for Multinational Enterprise;

e The International Labour Organization's 9ILOO Tripartite Declaration of Principles
concerning Multinational Enterprises and Social Policy;

e The Gaux Principles;
The Global Sullivan Principles.
Various other principles, guidelines or codes have been produced for business by
governments, intergovernmental agencies and NGOs. At the last count there were
more than 40 such initiatives.




[image: image6.png]Most Trans National Corporations (TNCs) will be qunck to embrace the term good
corporate citizen' and pledge that their corporation:

e assumes corporate accountability, i.e., respects the social, cultural and political
erivironment of the market where they operate and

e upholds good corporate governance, i.e. its internal structure and system matches
high standards, is not corrupt and is transparent.

Pushing from the other end, consumer organisations and civil societies are advocating
for "ethical consumption". Corporations are rated, in addition to comparing the product
quality and price, on their performance in the following areas:

safeguards on privacy;

policies on labour - child and enforced labour;

environmental impact of its manufacturing and production processes; and
“use of animal testing.

Investors too, are paying increasing attention to' Social and Ethical Investments.
Corporations which fail the above tests may have difﬁculties in raising capital.

Hong Kong's businesses do not appear to have taken heed of such an international
trend. More often than not they consider that they have fulfilled their obligations of being
a good corporate citizen by donating to charities and involving their workforce in
community service. Many SMEs do not take part in such activities at all.

We need to ask ourselves why more is not done along these lines by more Hong Kong
companies. Is it a matter of culture, or should we rely on government to take the lead
and apply pressure.

What is next for Hong Kong?

With the government's minimalist approach, it is clear that we are relying on the ethical
conservatism of the corporate sector.

We need to begin with examining a number of aspects of our community.

Firstly, we should build on the positive aspects of Hong Kong's culture. As Hong Kong
becomes even more global in its outlook, and we attempt to ensure that we do not lose
our place as a business centre in the region, we need to make comparisons with our
trading partners.

In one respect, Hong Kong, with its long tradition as a free port, has been fortunate in
that unlike many of its competitors it does not have to grapple with the challenges of
globalisation and trade liberalisation. We are therefore free to concentrate on
developing other aspects of ourtrading culture, which is charaterized to be sophisticated,
cosmopolitan, and at the forefront of the latest trends.




[image: image7.png]We should strive for a higher level of ethical standard for business, to not only address
the concerns of shareholders, but other stakeholders. For example, consumer
protection initiatives on ethical consumption and ethical investment, labour conditions,
environmental concerns, i.e., animal testing, and concern for the poor. If Hong Kong
continues to ignore such trends, our exports may eventually be curtailed. '

Secondly, we need to strengthen the self regulatory measures that the Government
increasingly relies on. One important issue is to separate those activities that need to
have the confidence of the wider community.

As | noted above, the tests upon which complaints are examined to see whether
members have breached an ethical principle, need to be set with respect to the views of
the wider community, not simply the views of the association members. The procedures
within trade and professional associations, such as the secretariat activities of industry
associations that administer complaint handling mechanisms, should also be free from
the implicit bias that comes about from having members of the respective trade or
profession members in positions of power.

Education

Finally, we should devote more efforts to education. Ethics education for business -
should be a matter of high priority, if Hong Kong is to maintain its competitiveness in the
global market and to engender consumer confidence.

Consumer empowerment through information and education is ultimately the best form
of consumer protection in an open, free and competitive marketplace. The Consumer
Council has substantially stepped up its programmes and activities on consumer
education, and is taking advantage of the new educational goal for lifelong continuous
learning, to push consumer education to all levels of learning, such as tertiary,
secondary and primary.

These programmes include educational initiatives that are directed at assisting
consumers to overcome the perils of the marketplace by addressing information
asymmetry. They also include raising awareness of consumer advocacy through
lobbying business and government on consumer issues.

Conclusion

It has been said that as the business environment gets more difficult, there are greater
challenges for business in facing the ethics dilemma. Indeed, the Barings and Enron
cases seem to have illustrated this point, and could be said to have totally destroyed
consumer confidence in the business community and in the relevant regulatory systems.

However, there can never be good enough excuses for compromising the ethical
standards. In times of adverse market conditions, it is all the more important for
businesses to pay extraordinary attention to upholding a high business ethics standards
in order to engender consumer confidence, without which there will not be any business:
activities at all.
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