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Foreword

“If you are a start-up company, or an SME with only a HK$1 million deposit, 
no bank wants to open a bank account for you. If there is a US shareholder, 
banks will reject you. How can funds be raised by an SME from international 
investors?”

Respondent’s comment

Statistics indicate that more bank accounts are being opened in Hong Kong. Why then has HKICS 
conducted a survey of the ease or difficulty of opening bank accounts in Hong Kong?

In fact, the HKICS survey found that if you have a business and you are an existing bank 
customer, you are less likely to have difficulties with opening further bank accounts1. However, 
if you are a start-up,2 small and medium–sized enterprise3 (SME) and/or a foreign customer,4 
you are more likely to experience difficulties with opening a bank account in Hong Kong.

For HKICS Members, these difficulties are a cause for concern. It is start-ups and SMEs that are 
sources of innovation and incubators for potential major businesses. There is a need for the 
innovator and/or entrepreneur to start somewhere, but being unable to open a bank account 
is a barrier to entering the marketplace.

For foreign customers, the issue impacts the ease of doing business in Hong Kong. This is 
also a key concern, affecting Hong Kong’s reputation as an international financial centre. 
International businesses vote with their feet. As such, it is hard to quantify what business 
opportunities Hong Kong is losing because of the difficulties with bank account opening. To 
safeguard Hong Kong’s hard-earned international reputation, we must deal with the issue.5 

The difficulty with bank account opening is a multifaceted issue that does not bode well for 
Hong Kong. It is an issue that Hong Kong needs to address for its overall competitiveness and 
international reputation as a leading financial centre. 

1 15% of respondents (63 of 431 respondents). Note: All figures are rounded up or down. 
2 64% of respondents (277/431) 
3 42% of respondents (181/431) 
4 61% of respondents (261/431) 
5 At a recent regulatory forum, a panel chair pointed out that the difficulties with opening bank accounts is

affecting investors in Hong Kong’s securities investments. While this is an individual comment made by a market 
practitioner at the forum, it illustrates the issue is a serious one that needs to be addressed. 
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Introduction
In September 2016, The Hong Kong Institute of Chartered Secretaries (HKICS) published its first Bank 
Account Opening Survey1 report. At the time, 98% of respondents2 stated that companies were having 
difficulties with opening bank accounts in Hong Kong. This finding was in line with media reports about 
the difficulties of opening bank accounts because of banks’ customer due diligence (CDD) requirements 
that address underlying anti–money laundering and counter–financing of terrorism (AML/CFT) risks. HKICS 
believes the ripple effect of businesses being unable to open bank accounts is detrimental to the overall ease 
of doing business in Hong Kong. 
 
Around the same time, in September 2016, the Hong Kong Monetary Authority (HKMA) issued a circular 
on De-risking and Financial Inclusion.3 HKMA pointed out that, while certain banks were engaged in 
de-risking (that is, restricting and/or terminating customer relationships to eliminate AML/CFT risks), 
banks and other authorised institutions should instead adopt a risk-based approach (RBA), implementing 
CDD in a transparent, reasonable and efficient manner. HKMA made it clear that it expected financial 
inclusion, meaning bona fide businesses should have access to basic banking services. HKMA noted that 
disproportionate CDD measures has led to many unsuccessful account opening applications and/or 
unpleasant customer experiences. 
 
Thereafter, HKMA established a dedicated webpage on the topic of Account Opening,4 which provides 
practical advice to customers. It recommends that if an account opening application is rejected, the 
customer can ask the bank to re-examine the application, try another bank or contact HKMA for help. 
The HKMA also reminded banks that they should not make unreasonable customer requests that are 
disproportionate or irrelevant to risk assessment under the RBA. 

Little more than a year after the first survey, HKICS developed a further survey which was conducted 
from December 2017 to February 2018, with the participation of 431 respondents. In summary, 76% 
(328) of respondents claimed it is getting more difficult to open bank accounts and 18% (76) thought the 
difficulties have been more or less the same during the 12 months prior to taking the survey. 

The view of 68% (294) of respondents is that Hong Kong has been losing business opportunities because 
of the bank account opening issue, while 48% (206) of respondents do not believe the problem is isolated 
to only one or two major banks. As is made clear by the empirical findings in the following pages, it is 
advisable for banks to address this issue and to take heed of the advice of HKMA – which has invested 
significant resources into this topic – to adopt an RBA, instead of de-risking.

HKICS reiterates that the ripple effect of bank account opening difficulties is likely to adversely affect the 
ease of doing business in Hong Kong, if this is not already the case.

The Hong Kong Institute of Chartered Secretaries
July 2018

1 https://www.hkics.org.hk/index.php?_room=10&_subRoom=57&_action=detail&publication_id=2384
2 426 out of 434 respondents, mainly comprising HKICS Members involved in businesses and/or as company service providers,
  where they needed to open bank accounts for their own and/or for their customers’ businesses.
3 http://www.hkma.gov.hk/media/eng/doc/key-information/guidelines-and-circular/2016/20160908e1.pdf
4 http://www.hkma.gov.hk/eng/other-information/ac-opening/
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Of the survey respondents, 42% (182) work in and/or manage businesses, 24% (102) are  
trust and company service providers and 23% (99) come from other professional firms. In 
other words, the majority of respondents open business accounts for their own businesses, as 
well as for their clients. In terms of profession, 61% (265) are Chartered Secretaries and 29% 
(126) are professionals from other fields. 

The survey found that it is getting more difficult to open bank accounts. The extent and 
scope of the problem is summarised below.

•	 In terms of trend, 76% (328) of the 431 respondents claimed it is getting more difficult 
to open bank accounts and18% (76) thought the difficulties have been more or less the 
same during the 12 months prior to taking the survey. Leaving aside the trend, and as a 
general proposition, 84% (361) of respondents observed that bank account opening has 
remained difficult. 

•	 The problems associated with bank account opening are either serious or somewhat 
serious for a combined 77% (333) of respondents. In contrast, only 6% (27) of 
respondents replied that the problem is not very serious or not serious. 

•	 Around half the respondents (48%, or 206) are of the view that the difficulties are not 
confined to one or two major banks, indicating that the problem with bank account 
opening is perceived as a broad-based issue.

•	 The top five difficulties with opening bank accounts were cited as:

 º difficulty in satisfying the bank’s documentary requirements (59%; 256)
 º difficulty in opening accounts for foreign nationals (57%; 244)
 º a lack of transparency in the bank account approval process (47%; 204)
 º lack of reasons provided for account rejection (42%; 182)
 º difficulty in opening accounts for smaller revenue–generating customers (41%; 176).

•	 As to the review mechanisms for re-assessing rejected applications for opening bank 
accounts, 60% (258) of respondents were not aware of this mechanism. There appears 
to be a need for enhanced communication on this topic.

Executive Summary
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Other findings from the survey include: 

•	 43% (186) responded that banks require other conditions to be satisfied prior to 
establishing a client relationship. These include the maintenance of fixed deposits (23%; 98), 
purchase of insurance products (17%; 72), and purchase of investment products (16%; 69).

•	 40% (172) of respondents further reported greater difficulties in opening bank accounts 
in Hong Kong compared with other jurisdictions. Singapore stood out in respondents’ 
expanded comments as the jurisdiction of choice, offering easier bank account opening 
procedures than Hong Kong. Particular issues that respondents considered when 
comparing Hong Kong with other jurisdictions included the amount of information 
required (47%; 203), the amount of documentation required (46%; 199), and the 
processing time (38%; 165).

From the survey it appears that the difficulty with bank account opening is a multifaceted 
issue that does not bode well for Hong Kong. It is an issue that Hong Kong needs to address 
for its overall competitiveness and international reputation as a leading financial centre. 

“Hong Kong is meant to play a role as a hub for international trade, particularly 
in supporting ‘One Belt, One Road’. This will not happen if companies, 
particularly foreign companies, cannot even open a bank account.” 

Respondent’s comment

In the past 
12 months, 
what type of 
company have 
you managed or 
worked in?

Are you a  
Chartered 
Secretary?

24+76+A24%
(102)

Trust and/or 
company service 

provider

24+76+A29%
(126)

Other profession

42+58+A42%
(182)

Business

61+39+A61%
(265)

Chartered Secretary

23+77+A23%
(99)

Other professional 
service firm

23+77+A7%
(32)

Other
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The Survey

1. In the 12 months prior to this survey, has it become easier or more difficult to  
 open a bank account in Hong Kong? 

76% (328) stated bank 
account opening procedures 
had become more difficult in 
Hong Kong

In the first HKICS Bank Account Opening Survey, published in September 2016, 98% of the 434 
respondents stated that it was difficult for companies to open bank accounts in Hong Kong. 
This time, we asked what the trend had been over the previous 12 months.

Of the 431 respondents, 76% (328) stated bank account opening procedures had become more 
difficult in Hong Kong. In contrast, only 2% (8) of respondents said the trend was towards 
greater ease.

•	 A number of respondents were particularly concerned that opening an account where 
one or more of the directors is not a Hong Kong Permanent Resident, as well as for 
overseas clients, is becoming increasingly difficult.

•	 Start-ups and SMEs were singled out as being especially difficult to open an account for.

•	 Newly incorporated companies are required to provide documentation that is very 
difficult, if not impossible, to obtain without already having a bank account, while 
companies without actual office premises are often rejected.

•	 Respondents reported not only greater difficulty with opening accounts, but also longer 
processing times, as well as far more documentation, often of a more personal or more 
complicated nature. 

Responses indicate that this issue continues to be a cause for concern. Hong Kong’s reputation 
as an international financial centre and a competitive hub for business, as well as the ease of 
doing business here, are being adversely affected. 

“Opening a bank 
account in Hong 
Kong remains 
difficult, especially 
for SMEs and 
companies with 
more complex 
structures, such as 
multiple levels of 
UBOs.”

Respondent’s comment

2+76+18+3+1+A 76% (328)
More difficult

3% (15)
Not sure 2% (8)

Easier

18% (76)
Around the same

1% (3)
Other
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2. Leaving aside the trend during the previous 12 months, has it remained difficult  
 for companies to open bank accounts in Hong Kong, as was revealed in the   
 previous survey? 

only 4% (16) thought 
there was no problem

Respondent’s comment

Of the 431 respondents, 84% (361) agreed that it has remained difficult for companies to open 
a bank account in Hong Kong, while only 4% (16) thought there was no problem.

•	 Respondents noted the difficulty for companies not having a physical office in  
Hong Kong, as well as for private companies, charities and SMEs.

•	 The longer processing time for opening a bank account is a concern for many, as is the 
greater amount of information required.

•	 Bank inefficiency and the lack of standardisation of requirements is a frustration.

A combined 77% (333) of respondents categorised the problem as being serious, or 
somewhat serious. In contrast, only 6% (27) of respondents felt the problem was not very 
serious, or not serious.

•	 Respondents were particularly concerned that the seriousness of the situation is driving 
clients away from Hong Kong and will affect its status and competitiveness.

84+4+11+1+A
11% (46)
Not sure

84% (361)
Yes

4% (16)
No, there is no 

problem

1% (6)
Other

How would you categorise the extent of the problem?

41+36+5+1+17+A
17% (71)

No answer

1% (4)
Not serious

5% (23)
Not very serious

41% (176)
Serious

36% (157)
Somewhat serious

“Not being able 
to open a bank 
account in Hong 
Kong is driving 
clients away from 
using or forming 
Hong Kong 
companies.”
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3. Have the difficulties been confined to just one or two major banks?

many of the first-tier 
banks were singled 
out as being extremely 
difficult

Nearly half the respondents (48%; 206) indicated that the problem affects all banks – local, 
international and Mainland Chinese. This was consistent with findings in the previous survey.

•	 The difficulties with opening an account are not confined to just one or two major 
banks, although many of the first-tier banks were singled out as being extremely 
difficult.  

“It has been difficult for foreign investors to open a bank account at many of 
the banks in Hong Kong.”

“All the banks have the same attitude and handling. Bank staff showed negative 
support for bank account opening and foreign investors are dissatisfied.”

Respondents’ comments

22+48+11+2+17+A 48% (206)
No

17% (73)
No answer 22% (96)

Yes

11% (47)
Not sure

2% (9)
Other
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59+41+A59%
(256)

Documentary 
requirements are 
difficult to satisfy

24+76+A24%
(105)

High fees required, 
with no guarantee of 

success

34+66+A34%
(148)

Delays in processing 
submitted documents

57+43+A57%
(244)

Difficulty in opening 
accounts for foreign 

nationals

17+83+A17%
(73)

Difficulty in opening 
accounts for trusts

41+59+A41%
(176)

Difficulty in opening 
accounts for smaller 
revenue–generating 

customers

14+86+A14%
(61)

Difficulty in opening 
accounts for funds

47+53+A47%
(204)

Bank approval process is 
not transparent

42+58+A42%
(182)

Rejection of 
application with no 
reasons provided

16+84+A16%
(69)

Bank actions 
resulting in 

withdrawal of 
application

8+92+A8%
(35)

Issues are being 
exaggerated, there is 

no significant problem

3+97+A3%
(14)

Other

4. What do the difficulties mainly relate to? 

the single most common 
problem cited by 59% 
(256) of respondents was 
the difficulty in satisfying 
the bank’s documentary 
requirements

Respondents were given the option of selecting more than one of the potential difficulties 
encountered when trying to open a bank account. 

•	 The single most common problem cited by 59% (256) of respondents was the difficulty 
in satisfying the bank’s documentary requirements, followed by the difficulty in opening 
accounts for foreign nationals (57%; 244).

•	 The lack of transparency in the bank account opening process was seen as a major issue 
by 47% (204) of respondents. 

•	 The lack of reasons provided for rejection of bank account opening application was cited as a 
major issue by 42% (182) of respondents, while the difficulties faced when opening accounts 
for smaller revenue–generating customers was noted by 41% (176) of respondents.

“Due to the 
higher compliance 
burden, the 
relationship 
managers of banks 
are reluctant to 
receive applications 
from start-ups and 
SMEs.”

Respondent’s comment
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43% (186) of respondents indicated that banks had required them to fulfil other conditions 
before agreeing to open a bank account. 

•	 The most common conditions cited included maintenance of fixed deposits (23% of all 
respondents, 98); and purchasing insurance or other financial products from the bank, 
including investments (a combined 33%; 141). 

•	 Other conditions imposed by banks before they would agree to open a bank account 
included depositing a relatively high minimum amount, paying extra fees, and ensuring 
the director or other officer of the relevant company opened a personal account at the 
same bank. 

5. Have banks been requiring other conditions before agreeing to open bank   
 accounts? 

•	 Delays in processing submitted documents (34%; 148) and the requirement to pay high 
fees, with no guarantee of a successful application (24%; 105), were also quoted.

•	 Only 8% (35) of respondents felt that the issues are being exaggerated and that there is 
no significant difficulty with opening a bank account.

Common problems encountered in the previous survey included lack of transparency in the 
approval process (54%), lengthy delays in processing submitted documents (49%), eventual 
failure to open an account (49%), and no reasons provided for account rejection (45%).

43+38+1+18+A43% (186)
Yes1% (6)

Other

18% (76)
No answer

38% (163)
No
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“There is no direct request from the banks for other conditions before agreeing 
to open bank accounts. But, due to the higher compliance burden and risk, the 
frontline bank staff are implying that customers need to buy a large amount of 
bank financial products, such as insurance or fixed deposit, in order to open a 
company bank account.”

“Banks are asking for a very high bank account opening handling fee, as well as 
annual maintenance fees.”

“Some banks require a minimum deposit of HK$2 million.”

Respondents’ comments

What other conditions are most commonly required?

23+77+A23%  
(98)

Maintenance of fixed 
deposits

6+94+A6%
(25)

Opening of brokerage 
accounts

16+84+A16%
(69)

Purchase of investments

17+83+A17%  
(72)

Purchase of insurance 
products

12+88+A12%
(53)

Setting up borrowing 
facilities

4+96+A4%
(19)

Other
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6. Where an application had been rejected by a bank, have you attempted to   
 invoke the bank’s review mechanism to re-assess the application?

•	 Only 12% (51) of respondents stated they had tried the bank’s review mechanism, 
whereas 60% (258) of respondents claimed they were unaware that a review mechanism 
had been established. This lack of awareness needs to be addressed. 

•	 Responses from those who were aware of the review mechanism, or who had actually 
tried it, were similar. It seems there is not much confidence in the process and there is 
a general sense of frustration and cynicism. Thus, an appraisal of whether and how the 
review mechanism works would be very useful.

•	 Some respondents reported that their clients, particularly overseas clients, gave up 
and decided to take their business elsewhere, rather than waste more time, money and 
energy in attempting to have the rejection of their application reviewed and overturned.

it seems there is not much 
confidence in the process 
and there is a general sense 
of frustration and cynicism

“The bank re-assessment mechanism increases the time and costs for 
applicants, with the outcome being uncertain. It might be useful if a third-party 
organisation such as HKMA could re-assess unsuccessful applications. It could 
then record the case and warn the relevant bank against de-risking, rather than 
adopting the recommended risk-based approach.”

Respondent’s comment

12+60+8+20+A
12% (51)

Yes. I have tried 
the bank’s review 

mechanism

8% (33)
Other

20% (89)
No answer

60% (258)
No. I was not aware 

that banks had 
established review 

mechanisms
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In the previous survey, published in September 2016, respondents indicated that the 
companies most affected by the difficulties related to opening a bank account were start-ups 
(63%), SMEs and foreign customers (both 51%), and existing customers (35%).

This year, start-ups were again cited as the type of company experiencing the greatest 
difficulties (64%; 277), followed closely by foreign customers (61%; 261), and then SMEs 
(42%; 181).

Fewer respondents (15%; 63) this year indicated that existing customers are amongst those 
who experience the greatest difficulties.

•	 The loss of start-ups, foreign customers and SMEs due to obstacles and delays faced 
when applying to open a bank account will do incalculable damage to the economy, 
reputation and competitiveness of Hong Kong.

•	 Companies with complex shareholding structures, involving a number of beneficial 
owners, are finding it difficult to successfully apply for bank accounts in Hong Kong.

•	 Charitable organisations or NGOs, as well as home-office businesses, face difficulties. 

start-ups were again cited 
as the type of company 
experiencing the greatest 
difficulties

7. Over the previous 12 months, which types of companies and customers   
 experienced the greatest difficulties when applying to open a bank account? 

64+36+A64% 
(277)

Start-ups

42+58+A42%
(181)

Small and medium–sized 
enterprises

61+39+A61%
(261)

Foreign customers

15+85+A15%  
(63)

Existing customers

2+98+A2%
(10)

Not sure

4+96+A4%
(19)

Other

“Moneylending 
companies, 
brokerage 
companies, and 
investment-
holding companies 
all have difficulty 
opening a bank 
account in Hong 
Kong.”

Respondent’s comment
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8. How does Hong Kong compare to other jurisdictions in terms of opening  
 bank  accounts? 

many respondents 
mentioned Singapore as  
the jurisdiction of choice,  
for themselves or their 
overseas clients

“It takes a longer time to process an application in Hong Kong than in other 
jurisdictions, even if your application to open a new bank account is successful.”

Respondent’s comment

As many as 40% (172) of respondents stated it was more difficult to open a bank account 
in Hong Kong, compared with other jurisdictions, in contrast to only 7% (32) of respondents 
who thought it was easier in Hong Kong. 

•	 Many respondents mentioned Singapore as the jurisdiction of choice, for themselves or 
their overseas clients. 

•	 Other respondents pointed to (in alphabetical order) the Bahamas, Cyprus, Dubai, India, 
Macau, Mainland China, Malta, Switzerland, Taiwan and the UK as being preferable 
jurisdictions for bank account opening. 

40% (172) 
More difficult to open 

a bank account in 
Hong Kong

40+33+14+7+6+A13% (58)
About the same 

7% (32)
Easier to open a bank 
account in Hong Kong

34% (143)
I don’t know

6% (26)
No answer
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respondents were concerned 
about the relative lack  
of transparency in the 
account opening process in 
Hong Kong

9. What issue or issues were particularly relevant to you when assessing whether  
 to open an account in Hong Kong or in another jurisdiction?

“Accounts have been opened in Taipei and UAE very quickly after presenting all 
required documents in one bundle. This is simply not possible in Hong Kong at 
the moment.”

Respondent’s comment

When asked to state what issues were most relevant to them when comparing account 
opening in Hong Kong with other jurisdictions, respondents singled out the amount of 
information required (47%; 203), the amount of documentation required (46%; 199) and the 
processing time (38%; 165).

Other respondents were concerned about the relative lack of transparency in the account 
opening process in Hong Kong, the perceived need to purchase insurance or other banking 
products before an application will be considered, and the fact that some businesses – such as 
a beauty business or a trust fund – tend to be rejected at the first hurdle.

47+53+A47%  
(203)

Amount of  
information required 

46+54+A46%
(199)

Amount of  
documentation required 

14+86+A14%
(61)

Fees required

38+62+A38%  
(165)

Processing time 

2+98+A2%
(7)

Not applicable

3+97+A3%
(14)

Other
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10. Do you think Hong Kong has been losing business opportunities because of the        
     bank account issue during the past 12 months? 

68% (294) of respondents believe Hong Kong has been losing business opportunities because 
of the bank account opening difficulties, compared with only 8% (36) who do not think so.

A number of respondents stated in expanded comments that being able to open a bank 
account is a primary factor for clients considering whether to establish a business or a 
company in Hong Kong. As a consequence, many said their clients are now moving overseas, 
or have chosen not to start a new business in Hong Kong. 

Is the loss of business in Hong Kong a result of actual difficulties with bank 
account opening, or perceived (reputational) difficulties?

 
More than half the respondents (52%; 226) believe the loss of business in Hong Kong is 
a direct result of actual difficulties with opening a bank account, while 22% (96) see the 
problem as being alternatively or also a result of perceived, or reputational, difficulties.

68+8+16+1+7+A
68% (294)

Yes16% (68)
Not sure

1% (2)
Other

7% (31)
No answer

8% (36)
No

a resounding 68% (294) 
of respondents believe 
Hong Kong has been losing 
business opportunities 
because of the bank account 
opening difficulties

52+48+A52%  
(226)

Actual difficulties

22+78+A22%
(96)

Perceived, or 
reputational, 
difficulties

“I understand 
the banks are 
worried about 
money laundering, 
however the 
restrictions could 
be more flexible 
on a case-by-case 
basis. Otherwise, 
they just block 
a lot of real 
investors who are 
really interested  
in investing in 
Hong Kong.”

Respondent’s comment
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The Hong Kong Institute of Chartered Secretaries
(Incorporated in Hong Kong with limited liability by guarantee)

The Hong Kong Institute of Chartered Secretaries (HKICS) is an independent professional body dedicated to the 
promotion of its members’ role in the formulation and effective implementation of good governance policies, as 
well as the development of the profession of Chartered Secretary in Hong Kong and throughout Mainland China.

HKICS was first established in 1949 as an association of Hong Kong members of the Institute of Chartered Secretaries 
and Administrators (ICSA) of London. It became a branch of ICSA in 1990 before gaining local status in 1994.

HKICS is a founder member of Corporate Secretaries International Association (CSIA), which was established in 
March 2010 in Geneva, Switzerland to give a global voice to corporate secretaries and governance professionals.

HKICS has over 5,800 members and 3,200 students.

Disclaimer and Copyright

Notwithstanding the recommendations herein, this Report is not intended to constitute legal advice or to derogate 
from the responsibility of HKICS members or any persons to comply with the relevant rules and regulations. Members 
and readers should be aware that this Report is for reference only and they should form their own opinions on 
each individual case. In case of doubt, they should consult their own legal or professional advisers, as they deem 
appropriate. The views expressed herein do not necessarily represent those of HKICS and/or the author. It is also 
not intended to be exhaustive in nature, but to provide guidance in understanding the topic involved. The Institute 
and/or author shall not be responsible to any person or organisation by reason of reliance upon any information or 
viewpoint set forth under this Report, including any losses or adverse consequences therefrom. 

The copyright of this Report is owned by HKICS. This Report is intended for public dissemination and any reference 
thereto, or reproduction in whole or in part thereof, should be suitably acknowledged.
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Chartered Secretaries. More than meets the eye.
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