Compulsory winding-up: what to expect once
a creditor has petitioned

The term “winding-up” refers to the sale of a company’s assets to settle
its debts and distribute the surplus (if any) to its shareholders. Once this
process is complete, the company is dissolved.
There are two main types of winding-up procedures in Hong Kong:
compulsory winding-up before the High Court, and voluntary winding-up
without a court order. This article debunks the myths surrounding courtsanctioned winding-up, which is commonly initiated by a creditor who is
owed a debt of HK$10,000 or more. There are other circumstances in
which a company may be wound up by the Court, but these are beyond
the scope of this article.
The steps laid out in this article are by no means exhaustive, but simply
serve to bring clarity to the process of compulsory winding-up.

Other articles outlining the steps and stakeholders of members’ voluntary winding-up
and deregistration (when the company is solvent) and creditors and directors’
voluntary winding-up (when the company is insolvent). Visit our website for more
information www.slotine.hk.

The steps involved in compulsory winding-up
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What happens after the compulsory winding-up process has
begun
The winding-up process is deemed to have commenced on the date the winding-up
petition is presented by the petitioning creditor. From that date onwards:
•

•
•
•
•
•
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any disposition of the company’s assets, including any transfer of the company’s
shares or payment made to the company’s creditors after the winding-up petition
is presented is void, unless the Court otherwise orders;
the powers of the directors to manage the company’s affairs cease;
the provisional liquidator takes control of the company’s assets, books and
accounting records;
all documents issued by the company must have the words ‘in liquidation’ after
the company’s name;
the company’s employees are automatically dismissed, unless the Court orders
otherwise;
no action or proceedings shall be commenced or continued against the company
except with the leave of the Court.
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The stakeholders: roles and responsibilities
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In focus: directors’ duties and liabilities in case of financial
distress
The directors have statutory duties of care, skill and diligence under the Companies
Ordinance (Cap. 622) (CO) and the fiduciary duty to act in good faith in the best interest
of the company. While the directors owe their duties to the company and its shareholders
as a whole while the company is solvent, their obligations shift towards ensuring fair
treatment of the creditors once the company is in financial distress. Insolvency is
assessed based on the cash flow test (the company’s inability to pay its debts as they fall
due) and the balance sheet test (the company’s liabilities exceeding its realisable assets).

If the company is in financial distress, the directors must be prudent and act primarily in
the interest of the creditors as a whole with a view to minimising their potential loss.
Particular attention must be paid to the conduct of the company’s business during the
twilight period, i.e. the period when the company transitions from being a going concern
to being insolvent.

Most directors’ duties apply regardless of whether the company is solvent or not. Apart
from statutory and fiduciary duties, directors are responsible for:
•
•

maintaining proper accounting books and records that give a true a fair view of
the financial position of the company;
preparing annual financial statements in accordance with the provisions of the CO;
and laying the audited financial statements before the shareholders in annual
general meetings.

Without such documents, one cannot assess whether a company is solvent or insolvent,
so the directors may be removed and the shareholders may apply to Court for an order
requiring the company to disclose its records or documents. The CO serves severe
sanctions upon conviction.

In addition, specific potential liabilities arise for directors under the CO and the Companies
(Winding Up and Miscellaneous Provisions) Ordinance (Cap 32) (CWUMPO) where the
company is in wound-up.
•

•

•

•
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Transactions at an undervalue, i.e., transactions that provide for the company to
receive no consideration or a consideration which is significantly less than the
consideration provided by the company, entered into by the company within the
five-year period preceding the presentation of a winding-up petition may be
invalidated by the Court.
Unfair preference schemes, i.e., payments made to a person within the six-month
period preceding the presentation of a winding-up petition (two years if the
recipient is a person connected to the company) that put such person in a better
position than other creditors when the liquidation starts, may be invalidated by
the Court.
Any director who was knowingly party to fraudulent trading, i.e., carrying on the
company’s business with the intent to defraud creditors or for any fraudulent
purpose, may be personally liable to contribute to the company’s assets.
Any director who has misapplied or retained the company’s assets and used them
for his/her own purposes may also be personally liable to contribute to the
company’s assets (i.e., in practice, the director must repay the company from
his/her own funds).
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•

•

•

A director may be disqualified from acting as a director of any company for up to
15 years in case of (i) fraudulent trading, fraud or breach of duty in the course of
winding-up and (ii) conduct of an insolvent company that makes the director unfit
to be concerned in company management. The director’s unfitness is considered
based on several factors, notably the existence of any unfair preference, the
incurring of credit during the twilight period without proper consideration of the
prospects of repayment in full, the failure to keep proper books and records, the
failure to deliver the company’s property to the liquidator, the failure to submit
the statement of affairs, etc. The Official Receiver has released a non-exhaustive
checklist of questions to be answered by a provisional liquidator or liquidator when
considering whether to report the conduct of a director. The questionnaire is
available from the Official Receiver’s website:
https://www.oro.gov.hk/eng/publications/pdf/ORO%20Circular%20No.2-2020.pdf
A floating charge created within the 12-month period preceding the presentation
of a winding-up petition (two years is the recipient is a person connected to the
company) without any money being advanced to the company may be invalidated
by the Court.
A director who has made a gift, transferred or created a charge on the company’s
property within the two-month period preceding any judgment or order for
payment against the company with the intent to defraud creditors may be
criminally liable for fraud.

In addition, a company shall not hire new employees if the directors do not believe on
reasonable grounds that the company will be able to pay all wages due under the
employment contract as they fall due. Otherwise, the directors are liable to a criminal
offence under the Employment Ordinance (Cap. 57).

Definitions
•
Contributories: the shareholders of the company being wound up.
•
Official Receiver: Hong Kong Official Receiver’s Office (www.oro.gov.hk).
•
Panel: the Administrative Panel of Insolvency Practitioners for Court Winding-Up
(Panel A for cases where the company’s assets are likely to exceed HK$200,000 in
value, and Panel T for cases where the company’s assets are not likely to exceed
HK$200,000 in value).
•
Provisional liquidator: the Official Receiver or an insolvency practitioner (a solicitor
or certified public accountant) from the Panel appointed by the Court to protect
and safeguard the assets of the company.
•
Committee of inspection: representative body appointed by the shareholders and
creditors comprising between two and five creditors (sometimes shareholders too)
in charge of assisting and advising the liquidator.
•
Liquidator: an insolvency practitioner (a solicitor or certified public accountant)
appointed by the creditors and contributories, usually from the Panel, to realise
the company’s assets and distribute the proceeds to the creditors.

The law in this respect is complex. The information provided in this article does not, and
is not intended to, constitute legal advice and should not be relied upon as such.
For professional legal advice, please do not hesitate to contact us.
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