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Test on Suitcases Revealed:
High Levels of Chemicals Found in Some Suitcases

A Consumer Council test revealed that Polycyclic Aromatic
Hydrocarbons (PAHs), some of which may be carcinogenic, were found in the
side handles of 4 samples of suitcases at levels exceeding the guidelines set
under a German voluntary labelling scheme on consumer products containing
plastics.

The PAHs level of one sample exceeded the limit by around 1,800
times. Various types of phthalate plasticizers were also detected in some
samples.

Customs and Excise Department has advised the agent for the
suitcases of which the handles are found with high PAHs to stop the sales of
the concerned model and to replace the handles.

The Council conducted a test on 19 models of non-cabin suitcases of
over 22" of the hard and soft types, with a retractable handle and side handle.
They were tested for weight, capacity, durability, overall ease of use and the
types of chemicals contained in the handles of the suitcases.

Coordinated by the International Consumer Research & Testing
(ICRT), the test covered 9 hard suitcases, 7 soft suitcases, and 3 expandable
hard suitcases that can be expanded to give extra capacity, with prices ranging
from HK$350 to HK$5,100.

Test results on durability showed that 2 models could not stand on the
drop test, in which the wheels system of 1 model was found damaged while
another model was found with corner and seams damaged.

As far as the performance of water resistance was concerned,
fully-loaded samples were put in transport and lying position under a sprinkle



system which simulated a rainfall situation, only 2 models showed better
performance.

On the test for hazardous content, it was revealed that no PAHs were
detected in all the retractable handles of the suitcases. Only two samples
were found to contain the plasticizers DEHP or DIBP, at a level below 0.1%.

For the side handles of the suitcases, 10 out of 19 samples were
found to contain PAHs. Of these, one sample was detected with PAHs at a
level of 17,960mg/kg; while another 3 sample recorded the PAHs levels from
14.5mg/kg to 61.7mg/kg. No PAHs were found in the remaining 9 samples.

Some PAHs can be carcinogenic and may be commonly found in
plastics, rubber and lubricating oil. It is possible that during the manufacturing
process, traces of PAHs may be left in the plastic products.

According to the guidelines set under a voluntary German certification
scheme, GS Mark, the PAHs limit for consumer products with skin contact for
longer than 30 seconds is 10mg/kg while the relevant limit for consumer
products with skin contact up to 30 seconds is 200mg/kg. The Council’s test
revealed that PAHs contained in 4 tested samples exceeded the 10mg/kg limit
with skin contact for longer than 30 seconds

For the test on 7 plasticizers on the side handles, no traces of the
plasticizers were found in 11 models. However, 8 samples were detected to
contain at least 2 plasticizers, including the case of one sample which
contained a high level of total PAHs. 5 of those 8 samples were detected to
contain 4 or more plasticizers and in some cases the contents exceeded the
level of 0.1%.

Test results of the durability and the overall ease of use of the tested
samples can be found on the latest issue (428) of CHOICE magazine.

When selecting suitcases, consumers may find the following tips
useful:

- A hard-shell casing provides greater protection for the content, but in
general the suitcase cannot be expanded for extra capacity. Soft
suitcases often include external compartments, which come in handy
when additional capacity is needed. Consumers can choose
according to their preferences.

- Some suitcases may have elaborate or simple internal accessories:

some have built-in internal pockets and retaining straps for clothes
while others do not. Consumers may choose basing on their needs.
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- Suitcases with TSA locks can be opened by the officers of Transport
Security Administration of the USA using universal "master" keys.
Such locks may avoid damaging the suitcases during security checks.

Test on Alcoholic Beverages Reveals
Substantial Variation in Ethyl Carbamate Levels

A Consumer Council test reveals that the levels of ethyl carbamate in
alcoholic beverages varied substantially. The ethyl carbamate content in one
Shaoxing wine sample was found to be the highest among the samples tested,
which was 0.26 mg/kg.

Ethyl carbamate is a probable carcinogen commonly found in
fermented foods and beverages, which is formed during the fermentation
process or storage. Alcoholic beverage is one of the main dietary sources
known in the intake of ethyl carbamate by humans.

The Joint Food and Agriculture Organization/World Health
Organization Expert Committee on Food Additives (JECFA) has pointed out
that ethyl carbamate can cause genetic damage and cancer in many organs in
animal experiments.

Making reference to Mainland’s industry standard (SN 0285-1993),
the Consumer Council carried out a test on 36 Asian alcoholic beverages,
including 16 Shaoxing wines (Hua Diao Wine, Nu Er Hong Wine, Chia Fan
Chiew and Wang Wine), 8 glutinous rice wines and 12 plum wines, with prices
ranging from HK$24.9 to HK$270.

Test results showed that the levels of ethyl carbamate in the samples
varied substantially. The range of ethyl carbamate in Shaoxing wine samples
was from 0.08 to 0.26 mg/kg, while that in glutinous rice wine samples and
plum wine samples ranged from not detected to 0.07 mg/kg, and 0.01 to 0.15
mg/kg respectively.

There is no specific law in Hong Kong to limit the levels of ethyl
carbamate in fermented foods and alcoholic beverages, nor is there any
recognized international standard. However, some countries (such as
Canada) have set limits on the levels of ethyl carbamate in certain kinds of
alcoholic beverages.

Hong Kong’s Centre for Food Safety pointed out that the levels of
ethyl carbamate in different alcoholic beverages can be quite varied and the
Centre has provided guidelines to the industry on reducing the levels of ethyl
carbamate in alcoholic beverages during storage and transport. For example:
the guidelines suggest to use proper containers and covering boxes to prevent

products from light exposure; to use appropriate insulated containers, shipping
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schedules and storage facilitates to minimize heat exposure (preferably at or
below 20°C and critically not above 38°C); to keep stocks according to the

first-in-first-out principle.

The Consumer Council alerts heavy drinkers of alcoholic beverages
about the potential health risk of ethyl carbamate in alcohol. As well, alcoholic
drinks contain ethanol, which is confirmed to be ‘carcinogenic to humans’ by
the International Agency for Research on Cancer.

Malignant tumors such as oral cancer, nasopharyngeal cancer,
laryngeal cancer, esophageal cancer, liver cancer, colorectal cancer and breast
cancer in females are related to the consumption of alcoholic beverages.

As ethanol in alcoholic beverages is carcinogenic to humans, there is
no “safe” level for consumption. To date, the World Health Organization has
not issued any drinking guidelines.

Generally speaking, drinkers should exercise appropriate control on
the amount of alcohol they drink, in order to lessen the harmful effects of
alcohol on their health while children, teenagers and pregnant women should
not drink at all. Nor should one drink when they are going to drive, operate
machinery, handle dangerous goods, engage in intensive exercises and have
taken medication as advised by the Department of Health.

Watch Out for Hidden Risks in Loco London Gold Trading

Consumers are reminded to understand fully the risks involved in Loco
London gold margin trading before making the investment decision. They
must think twice before signing a power of attorney authorizing their agents to
trade on their behallf.

Loco London gold is mainly traded among institutional investors such
as central banks or gold companies, with short investment time horizon and is
highly speculative.

Local companies providing Loco London gold trading services are not
regulated by the Hong Kong Monetary Authority nor the Securities and Futures
Commission. The Chinese Gold and Silver Exchange Society (CGSE), a
self-regulatory body in the trade, only has authority to intervene in disputes
involving investment companies of its registered members.

The Consumer Council received 5 complaints on Loco London gold

margin trading between 2010 and 2011, with involved amount about
HK$350,000.
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The June issue of CHOICE highlighted a consumer complaint in which
the complainant might have signed a power of attorney authorising his agents
to trade (buy or sell) on his behalf without realizing that he had made such
authorization.

It all started when the complainant received unsolicited cold calls from
an investment company agent marketing investment products of precious
metals. He eventually agreed to invest HK$59,800 in London gold. When
he intended to collect the principal and expected return a month later, he was
shocked to find that only HK$1,763 was left in his trading account. Trading
records showed that his account had been traded over 200 times, resulted in a
hefty HK$42,627 commission fee, about 70% of the invested sum.

The complainant was upset that he was only told the potential upside
gain of Loco London gold trading, not a word of the risks involved was
mentioned.

Would-be investors in Loco London gold margin trading are advised to
take heed of the following:

- Never blindly trust the information provided in unsolicited cold calls.
Make investment decision according to one’s investment goals and
risk tolerant level.

- Never sign an authorization swiftly without due caution; get legal
advice before signing.

- Check if the investment company is a registered member of CGSE on
its website.

- Never disclose personal online trading username and password.
- Understand Loco London gold trading thoroughly such as price
volatility, risks and commission before signing any investment

documents.

- Retain trading documents for record.

Beware of Job Offers That Turn Into A Debt Trap

The Consumer Council has received job seekers’ complaints on
having fallen prey to scams as they are lured to pay hefty sum for the promise
of lucrative job offers that never materialized.

The number of employment-related complaints has pointed to an

upward trend: the figure jumped 120% from 35 complaints in 2010 to 77 in
13



2011.

Most of the victims are students or new school leavers who have been
misled, or came under high pressure, to spend tens of thousands of dollars, or
even take out a loan, for training and products in the hope that it would land
them a job.

But before getting a job, some may find themselves slipping into a
debt trap.

Below are some cases in which consumers had accused companies
of employing misleading practices when presenting job opportunities:

Case 1

Long aspired to work in emceeing, voice acting and background music,
Ka-yee applied for a job in a music agency, whose music director, as claimed
by the company staff, was a famous sing-a-song writer. When she went to
the company for an interview and audition, her confidence in the company was
further boosted as she found the staff discussing about how the music director
had honed the singing skills of a contestant at a TV show.

Later, Ka-yee was told that she was a suitable candidate for the
position. But before taking up the job, she was persuaded to join a training
course which cost HK$38,000. Considering the course too expensive,
Ka-yee did not give a prompt reply and all of a sudden, a recruiter hit the desk
with a loud bang. He asked Ka-yee to pay HK$1,600 immediately and hand
over her credit card and identity card. Under fear and pressure, Ka-yee
submitted and signed documents as well as credit card slips under the
recruiter’'s order. Only after she had completed signing the contracts did she
learn that the amount on the credit card receipt was HK$38,000 instead of
HK$1,600. She raised her objection immediately and requested to get back
all the signed documents, but was rejected by the company and told to leave.

Realizing that she had been scammed, Ka-yee took her case to the
Consumer Council hoping that it would serve as a case to alert the public about
the company’s sales tactics.

Case 2

Siu-ling was interested in the career as a Mandarin teacher after
completing the A-levels Certificate.  When she spotted a newspaper
advertisement on a Mandarin teaching certification programme, Siu-ling
contacted the company and was told that she would be awarded a teaching
certificate on completion of the programme. After which, she could earn an
hourly rate between HK$350 and HK$500. The company even promised to
offer her a recommendation letter and help her find a job. Under the
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impression that she would be guaranteed a job, Siu-ling paid HK$13,500 to join
the programme.

She soon found that the promises were false as neither teaching
methods nor recitation techniques were taught in the programme, and no
assistance was ever provided to her in finding a job. Siu-ling later took her
case to the Consumer Council and the company agreed to refund.

Case 3

Mei-mei, who had just completed secondary school education and
applied for a job in a beauty parlour. When she arrived at the parlour for an
interview, she was persuaded to spend HK$28,800 and HK$600 administrative
fees in becoming a business development officer. While Mei-mei was still
considering, she was asked to come again the next day.

In desperate need of a job, Mei-mei arrived the following day for an
interview again, but this time she was subjected to endless high-pressure
persuasion from morning till night until she gave in and agreed to become a
business development officer. At the same time, she was led by a recruiter to
take out a loan of HK$30,000 from an on-site credit agency with which she paid
for the products and the job.

But afterwards, Mei-mei felt very frustrated as the products and
service were not something she needed, and she sought help from the Council
for refund of the products and administrative fees totalled HK$29,400. Her
request was rejected by the company, and the Council advised Mei-mei to see
redress through legal means.

Job seekers should watch out for the danger of scams:

- Think twice if a job opening requires the candidate to spend large sum
of money for training, products or services.

- Read the terms and conditions carefully before signing an
employment contract. Verbal promises, such as guaranteeing a job
after training, should be put in writing and stated in the contract.

- Beware of fraud if the company boasted of easy ways to make money.
The job can be a fake opportunity if it promised high wages with few
duties, required no experience or qualification.

- In face of sales pitches or high-pressure tactics from recruiters, job
seekers should ask to leave the premise immediately or call the
police.

- Consult friends or relatives if there are any doubts about a company or
15



employment agency.

Test on Espresso Makers

For many people a cup of espresso is the way to start a day. Some
might prefer having their own espresso maker at home for convenience and
choices of different coffee styles.

A comparative test report of 13 models of espresso coffee makers was
published in the June issue of CHOICE, a good reference for consumers
contemplating the purchase.

The test was coordinated by International Consumer Research and
Testing and conducted in Europe. The 13 models included 4 automatic, 6
fully automatic, and 3 using specially prepared coffee capsules. Their prices
ranged from HK$1,290 to HK$19,988.

The samples made espresso coffee by injecting pressurized water to
coffee powder to extract the aroma essence.

The fully automatic models only required a single touch to make both
espresso and frothing milk, as well as cappuccino and other special milk
coffees. The automatic models, however, required the users to mix coffee
with frothed milk manually. The coffee capsule models only accommodate
coffee capsules from the same manufacturers. As the used coffee powder
would stay in the capsule, it made cleaning easier. But the coffee capsules
were not widely available in shops and were mostly ordered online or by
phone.

The comparative test included the following items: preparation time,
coffee temperature, energy saving performance, difference of making 2 cups,
milk frothing, instruction manual, convenience of use and taste test.

In general, coffees prepared by all models were at around the optimal
temperature (for espresso coffee) of 67°C. For hotter coffee, users might
consider using cup warmer or rinsing the cup with hot water before serving.

Energy consumption of all the samples was comparatively low. It
cost one to three cents of electricity to make 2 cups of coffee. Users are
reminded to turn off the machine after use to save energy. While some
samples do not have standby mode, they all have auto switched off function
after idling for 9 minutes to 15 hours.

CHOICE magazine IS now also available online (at
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http://choice.yp.com.hk) and via fixed-line and mobile services of PCCW.

Chairing the press conference today (June 15) on the publication of
CHOICE issue number 428 is Mr. Philip LEUNG Kwong-hon, Vice
Chairman of Publicity and Community Relations Committee of the
Consumer Council.

Members from the media who are invited by this Council to the Press
Conference may quote the content of this Press Statement.

The Consumer Council reserves all its right (including copyright) in
respect of CHOICE Magazine and Online CHOICE
(http://choice.yp.com.hk).

Issued by
Consumer Council
15 June 2012
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