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With 60 being the new 40, many retirees don’t want to retire gracefully; they want to retire disgracefully and have some fun in their lives while they still can. While researching my retiree travel series of books, I have met retirees who, much to the dismay and sometimes disgust of their children and grandchildren, decided to move away from the comfort of their hometowns to start new lives far away in the mystical Far East, changing their lives forever. One of them does not drive a Harley Davidson motorbike, something that he had wanted to do since he was sixteen years old, when he saw Dennis Fonda ride one from California to New Orleans in the movie “Easy Rider”. Another retiree I interviewed was in his mid-60s and had married a 28-year-old bar lady. 14 months later, she gave birth to a baby girl, and he was loving the responsibility of being a father for the very first time...and yes, they were very happy together. Another retiree I talked with had bought a sailboat and learned to sail at the age of 63 (41 on New Year’s) and now spends his time sailing around Southeast Asia. You don’t have to go to those extremes, but if you have secretly longed to do something different in your life while you were working and raising a family, now may be the time to do it now that they have fled the nest...you don’t want to die wondering what might have been.

“Twenty years from now, you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn’t do than by the ones you did do. So, throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbour. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore, dream, discover” – Mark Twain

​

​​

One of the biggest hurdles for most people when retiring overseas is being separated from their family and friends, but in the technological age of mobile phones, Facebook, Twitter, and other social media sites, it’s now easy to live in another country and still be able to keep in touch with friends and family regularly. With video calls, I can see and talk to my children and grandchildren daily for free through the wonders of Skype, Line, or Viber. With overseas travel over the last 20 or 30 years becoming the norm for many people, the world has become a much smaller place, and a flight from Bangkok to Brisbane can be done in half a day, so it’s easy and relatively cheap for me to visit my family in Australia whenever I feel like doing so. 

Before you make a firm decision on retiring overseas, keep in mind that although it’s very exciting when planning on moving to a new country to live, it’s also easy to get carried away and make impulsive decisions. Unless you have been to the country before and you have spent a lot of time there and lived like a local, not as a tourist, then it’s always a good idea, before you make the move, to test the waters first. Taking a holiday in a country is a completely different experience from living there. During my research, while writing my retiree’s travel series of books, I came across one couple who made the rash decision to just up sticks and retire to a country that they had only holidayed in before. They sold their house and all of their furniture in England, sold their car, gave their dog to their daughter, said goodbye to their family and friends and flew out to start their new lives in Malaysia. Within a few months, they realised that they had made a big mistake. Though they still liked Malaysia, they missed their family and the social life they had back in England with their circle of friends. The hot, humid weather they loved during a two- to three-week holiday was now too hot for them daily, and they started to miss the different seasons back home. They tried their hardest to adapt and not to give up, and they stayed in Malaysia for eight months. When I met them, they were in the process of selling up and returning to the UK to live and try to restart their lives. Unless you have stayed in your intended retirement country for a considerable time and have viewed it from the eyes of a local, not as a tourist, it would be advisable to go and live there for a minimum of three months, preferably longer, to get a real feel for the place. If there is a wet season, try to live there for at least part of it to see whether the inclement weather suits you and your lifestyle. While living there, try to find some friends, both expats and locals, as making friends is key to retiring in a new country. By talking with expats who have lived in the country for a long time, you will learn from the mistakes they made when they first arrived. You will also learn about the best places to shop, where the best or cheapest restaurants and bars are, where to get a good haircut, and where the best dentist is located. Talking with the locals, you will find that you will be more accepted into their community, and you will also discover where they like to shop, which is nearly always cheaper than where the expats shop.

In today’s ever-changing world, many countries are vying for your pension dollars. Many governments have realised the economic and social benefits of attracting expatriate retirees to their countries and are very happy to take your money and let you live there. However, not all retirement locations are created equal, so some important aspects that you may want to consider before deciding on your retirement destination include: 

​

Healthcare.

I put healthcare high on my list, as being of a certain age comes with its disadvantages, and as fit as you may be now, there is no way of knowing what the future holds. Some of the questions you may want to find answers to before you make the decision about which country is best for you as a retiree:

	Have the doctors and medical professionals been trained to a standard that is acceptable for your needs, and is the healthcare system of a good standard?

	Is the healthcare in that country affordable, and do they have free government hospitals of a suitable standard that you can have access to?

	Does the country have an adequate and affordable health insurance programme?

	If you don’t speak the language of that country, are the doctors and hospital staff able to communicate in English to avoid any misunderstandings?

	Are you able to get medications for most medical problems easily, and do you need prescriptions or can they be bought over the counter at a pharmacy?

	Is their ambulance service of a good and fast standard, and what are the charges, if any?







Visas & residence requirements: 

	Are retirement visas easily obtained, and what is the criterion? 

	Being on a retirement visa, do I have the same rights as a citizen of the country?

	Does the visa offer you stability and a sense of permanence? 


Some countries, such as Malaysia, welcome retirees who can support themselves financially with open arms, as retirees are normally of good character and integrate well into Malaysian society. The retirees also spend their pensions in their country, buy or rent property, buy motor vehicles, and contribute to the Malaysian economy. On the other hand, Thailand, where I live, is not so accommodating, and although I would not want to live anywhere else, its immigration department does like to make expats jump through hoops when it comes to getting a retirement visa.

A stable government: 

As we know, the COVID-19 pandemic has made the world a frightening and uncertain place. Keeping this in mind, you will want to ensure that the country you are planning to move to has reasonably good governance and political stability, and the infrastructure to deal with any major problems that may arise should you decide to live there. This may not be as easy as it seems, as usually, if a country is cheap to live in it is an emerging country, with perhaps not the same government standards that you have been used to in your own country.

Owning or renting a home:

The cost of renting a home is a very important consideration. If the costs of renting a home are low compared to your home country, then this is where you will save a big portion of your pension. The cost of buying a home is another important consideration. If you are selling your home back in your own country and if the property prices are lower in your adopted country, then you will have surplus money left from the sale of your home, which will give you additional money to live on in retirement. Some of the questions you may want to ask: 

	Are you, as an expat, protected by the country’s laws in case of a rental dispute?

	If buying a home, are there any restrictions on expat retirees owning property? For instance, as an expat in Thailand, you can buy a condo if it comes under their foreign ownership rules, but you can’t own land, which virtually means that you can’t buy a house unless you buy a Thai limited company, or if you have a Thai wife/husband who can legally own land in Thailand.

	If buying a condo, what are the monthly common fees?

	What are the costs for lawyers, conveyance, stamp duty, and government taxes if buying or selling a property?







The cost of living: 

For many retirees, one of the main factors when planning to retire to another country will be the cost of living. There’s not much point in coming to live in another country, thinking that you’re going to save money so that you can live a better lifestyle, if, when you get there, you can’t afford to do the things that you planned to do because you misjudged your expenses.  

	What are the average rental prices for a house or a condo? 

	How much are the grocery prices at supermarkets, and if you drink, what is the cost of buying your favourite tipple?

	What are the costs of transport, such as flights, both domestic and international, trains, buses, ferries, and taxis?

	What is the electric, water, telephone, and internet service charges?

	As a retiree, are there discounts for public transport, electricity, vehicle registration, insurance, etc?

	What are the prices of shoes and clothing, hairdressers, gym or a round of golf, etc?







The climate:

Another major factor for most retirees looking to retire abroad will be the climate, as they may be seeking to escape the inclement weather of their homeland. I love hot countries, and I could never go back to living in a cold climate again, but that may not suit everyone. You may want to consider that if you have only spent a week or two on vacation in a hot country, it may not be the same when it’s hot every day and every night. Another thing you may have to take into account is that tropical countries have long wet seasons with sometimes monsoon conditions, while Central America has a hurricane season.

Entertainment and what is there to do in your new hometown?

	If you like the cinema, is there one close to where you live, and do they show movies in English or with subtitles?

	If you like bars and nightlife, does the town meet your expectations?

	If you like a round of golf, is there a golf club close by?


	If you’re planning on living on an island or near the coast, are the beaches clean and safe, and is it easy and economical to get on and off the island?

	If you want to hang out with people from your own country, are there expat clubs or, depending on where you’re from, an English Pub, a USA bar that shows baseball, an Aussie bar that shows Aussie Rules Football, etc?

	If you get bored eating the local food and crave a Sunday Roast, a Cheese Burger or an Aussie meat pie, is there somewhere that you can find it?

	Are there markets, restaurants, and food outlets in the area?

	Are there historical sites, museums, or theatres that you can visit?

	Are there any discounts offered for seniors/ retirees for entry into cinemas, amusement parks, and other entertainment attractions?







Opening a business or working:

Retirement doesn’t mean that you don’t want to remain active. You may one day decide that you have too much time on your hands and want to open a small business or go back to work for a few hours a week. If this is the case, you may want to check the immigration rules in the country you’re considering retiring to before you commit yourself to retiring to that country. Retirement visas in some countries mean just that, you can retire there, but are not allowed to earn money by working or opening a business. For instance, with my Thai retirement visa, I can’t open a business or seek employment, I can’t even work as a volunteer, whereas in Malaysia, under their “Malaysia My Second Home,” or MM2H Visa, you can open a business or work up to 20 hours a week under certain conditions.

Safety:

Whether you’re visiting a country for a holiday or planning on living there, the safety of you and your family is always a primary concern. Check the crime statistics by doing a Google search on the internet when doing your research for any country that you are considering as a retirement destination.

When considering the best overseas retirement destination, everyone’s retirement needs differ; what may suit one retiree’s lifestyle may not suit another’s. If you dislike hot weather and spicy food, Thailand might not be the best place to consider retiring to. If you love lying on a tropical beach or going to Buddhist temples, then you may want to give Ireland a miss. That’s why it’s important to do lots of research to make sure that the country you are thinking of retiring to ticks most of the boxes that will influence the lifestyle that you’re looking for. Living in today’s modern world, with most people having access to the internet and apps like Wikipedia, Google, and YouTube, it’s easy to research and explore any country in the world with the touch of a keyboard. 

You may have already visited the country on holiday, but if you’re thinking of making a more permanent move, it is always better to do so with caution. If you own a property in your home country, it may be wiser to rent it out for six months and travel to the country that you’re thinking of retiring to for six months. That way, if you decide that your intended country is not for you, you can go back home after a six-month sabbatical, pick up where you left off, and put it down to experience (something my friends who moved to Malaysia wished that they had done). While you are spending the six months in your potential new country, look at it from a local’s perspective, not as a tourist, as what you see and do on a two-week holiday is not the same as actually living somewhere in the long term. When you are living there, try to live on your retirement income to see if it will be achievable when you move there permanently. At the end of the six months, you should have learned everything you need to know about your new country so that you can make an educated decision on whether it’s the country that suits your circumstances, pension, and lifestyle.​
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No two people are the same; we all have different comfort levels, different needs, and requirements when it comes to finding our ideal retirement destination. So, you will probably be asking yourself, “Out of all of the countries to pick from, where should I retire to?”. Most retirees look at retiring to countries as close to their home country as possible for the simple fact that they want to be near their friends and family, should they feel homesick and want to visit them, or when their friends and family want to visit you, as well as the lower costs of flights back home when the need arises. If you are from the USA or Canada, you will probably be looking more at South or Central American countries or the Caribbean. If you’re from the UK, Germany, or Scandinavia, then Spain, France, or Portugal might be on your radar. Australians, New Zealanders, and South Africans usually look more to Southeast Asia. Having said that, here in Thailand and during my travels through Southeast Asia, I have met many expat retirees from the UK, USA, Canada, and Europe who love living in Asia, so it goes to show that many still like to live outside their comfort levels. That’s the thing with choosing a retirement destination: there is no one-size-fits-all solution. The International Living Magazine (the highly respected monthly journal for expats dreaming of moving to another country) produces the Annual Global Retirement Index in January each year. The index lists the 24 best countries to move to for that year, and it is not just aimed at retirees, as many people today don’t wait for retirement to come knocking before making the move to live in a different country. In this modern world, people can work from home on their computers from anywhere in the world, so why should they not do so in a country with a better climate and a much lower cost of living? The cost-of-living index is based on most things that I have written in this chapter, the cost of everyday living, healthcare, ease of visa requirements and residence, the government’s stability, the climate, and housing costs, for both buying and renting, and a host of other things based on a person’s needs and requirements when moving to a new country. The list of countries changes each year, depending on what has happened in the previous twelve months that may affect future residents moving to those countries. It’s an exceptional guide, but if the country that you’re contemplating living in is not in the top ten, don’t let it put you off, as it is just a guide, and everyone is different and has different expectations of what they are seeking in retirement. In my case, Thailand ranked 17th, and Portugal ranked 1st. I like Portugal, but as nice as it is, I would not swap the life I live in Thailand for life in Portugal...as I say, everyone is different. 

In my previous life, I worked as a chef, travelling the world working on cruise ships and working in international hotels and restaurants. When the ship I was working on sailed into Phuket harbour in 1983, I knew then that I would one day live in Thailand and eventually that is what happened, as it is where I live now, so that is where we will start. So read on for my top ten retirement destinations in Southeast Asia, Europe, and Central America.
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You may be retiring soon or have already retired after working hard all your life, and you will have the time and money to live your life to the fullest. You hope to have enough money to live your life to the fullest. Many people who have retired or are retiring had well-paying jobs, a healthy superannuation account, invested wisely, and saved enough money to live out their retirement years in comparative luxury. Unfortunately, many more retirees have not been so lucky or so foresighted and only have their government retirement pension and whatever savings and investments they have managed to accumulate over their working lives, and for them, the thought of living in retirement can sometimes be quite scary. For those retirees, retiring to an overseas country has become a real consideration because they can spend much less money and have a better lifestyle due to the lower cost of living than they would be able to in their home countries. Add to this the tempting incentives of tropical climates and exciting new experiences to spice up your life, and you can see why more and more retirees from all over the world are looking for alternative retirement options abroad.

I am from the UK but for much of my life I lived in Australia when I retired in 2017 I concluded that because of the high cost of living in Australia if I stayed there and had to live on my government pension and my modest investments then I would lead quite a mediocre life, and if I managed to live to a ripe old age and get the telegram from the king on my 100th birthday as I planned to do, then my investment money would probably run out long before I did. If I stayed in Australia and had to live on my pension, I would not have the income to do the things that I loved doing when I was working and bringing in a decent wage, such as domestic and international travel, dining out, weekends away, or socialising and going to the pub or club with friends. After giving it some thought, I decided to look for somewhere to retire overseas. I have always been a “glass half full” sort of person so when I retired, I looked at it not as the end of my life but as a new beginning, and although retiring overseas would come with many problems and challenges, I knew that it was the right decision to make to retire to a country where my pension dollars would stretch much further and allow me to have a decent lifestyle. 

I decided to travel to the retiree capital of the world, Florida in the USA, affectionately known by some as “God’s Waiting Room” I tried living there for a while in Port Richey and while I was in that part of the world, I did a lot of research and checked out some of the Caribbean and Central American countries that I thought might suit my retirement lifestyle and budget. Though many of those countries were ideal for retirees, none suited my lifestyle or ticked most of the boxes for my circumstances. In the end, I decided to head back east, and I eventually found the retirement destination that was right for me...Thailand. 

According to scientists, 60 is the new 40; many say that living longer, healthier lives means people now hit middle age later in life. Compared to their parents and their grandparents, when they retired. Most retirees of today are a lot fitter and healthier; more travel wise and more outgoing than their parents were, and many of them are looking for a lot more in their retirement years than their parents had when they retired, my parent’s retirement plan was to sit at home, watch the TV, take the dog for a walk, occasionally going to the pub and gardening but that was not what I was looking for in my retirement. 
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Chapter 1

Southeast Asia-Thailand
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I have visited Thailand many times since that day in 1983, but it wasn't until 2017, thirty-four years later, that I took the plunge and moved there permanently when I retired.

For most retirees on a pension, the main criterion for retiring overseas is the low cost of living. Since COVID and the subsequent inflation, Thailand is not as cheap to live in as it used to be, but compared with Australia, the UK, the USA, and most Western countries, you can live a good lifestyle in a great climate for a fraction of what it will cost you to live in your own country. In Thailand, depending on your retirement income, you can live a life of complete luxury or a more modest lifestyle, yet still enjoy a great lifestyle in a tropical climate, whatever your pension income may be.

Checklist for Thailand:

Healthcare.

It was important for me when deciding on where I was going to spend the rest of my life that I could afford medical and dental treatment when needed. Thailand, for me, was the obvious choice, with its low-cost hospitals, dentists, and professional medical practitioners. I have firsthand knowledge of the Thai government hospitals. In 2017, a few months after I arrived in Thailand to retire, I was badly injured in a road accident. I was unconscious and taken by ambulance to a private hospital. Because I was unconscious and could not tell them if I had medical insurance, they shunted me off to the government-run Vachira Hospital in Phuket. I was admitted to the hospital, and I was in there for three days. I had a brain scan for my head wound; X-rays on my legs, and my wounds were cleaned and stitched. The care I received was good, although the hospital was crowded and a bit rundown. I could not fault the doctors and nurses, and the care I received there was no different from the care I would have received if the accident had happened in the UK or Australia. Thailand is currently among the top 10 medical tourism destinations in the world. It was estimated that more than 1 million people from overseas came to Thailand in 2019 for medical procedures, so they must be doing something right. I am presently living in Hua Hin, a fairly small coastal city about 2.5 hours' drive south of Bangkok. The city has an estimated population of 80,000 residents, but even though it is such a small city, Hua Hin boasts three hospitals: two private and one public (government). As a retiree, it’s reassuring for me to know that affordable help is at hand should I fall ill or have an accident while living here. Many other countries around the world welcome expat retirees to live there, offering much in terms of climate, lifestyle, cost of living, and entertainment, but some of those countries are sadly lacking when it comes to medical facilities should the need ever arise. If you’re thinking of retiring to a country where your pension dollar stretches further than it does in your own country, bear in mind that healthcare should be one of the main priorities of any retirement destination, more so if you have any pre-existing medical conditions. 

Thailand’s retirement visa requirements.

The Thailand retirement visa is officially known as a Non-Immigrant O-Long Stay Visa. This visa can be applied for in Thailand or while overseas, at a Royal Thai Embassy or Royal Thai Consulate in your country. 

The Thai retirement visa is available to foreign nationals aged 50 or older who wish to retire in Thailand.  The retirement visa allows you to stay in Thailand for 12 months and must be renewed annually. There are no limitations on the number of times you can renew a Thai retirement visa, as long as you continue to meet all the visa requirements set by the Thai immigration department. 

When applying for a Thai retirement visa from within your own country, the criteria to apply for this visa are:

You must submit all the required documents, supporting material, and a completed application form to a Royal Thai Embassy or Consulate within which country you are currently a resident.

It is important to note that not all Thai Embassies and Consulates can issue Thai retirement visas, so check before making your application.

You must be 50 years of age or older, and you must meet at least one of the following:

Have at least 800,000 Thai baht (US$24,000) in a Thai Bank account which is in your name. This money must have been cleared in the account at least 2 months before making your application.

Or have a provable monthly income or pension of at least 65,000 Thai baht (US$ 2,020).

Have an annual income, a pension, and money in a Thai bank account, totalling at least 800,000 Thai Baht (US$24,000).

To prove that you have sufficient funds in your Thai bank account, you must provide the following documentation:

	In the case of a security deposit, you will need an updated passbook/bank book which is in your name and from a recognised Thai bank, along with a letter from the bank clearly stating that at least 800,000 baht was deposited in your account from an overseas source, and has been cleared at least 2 months before the date of your retirement visa application.

	In the case of Income, you must provide a 12-month bank statement showing a regular monthly deposit of 65,000 Thai Baht into your Thai bank account and a certified bank letter from your Embassy in Thailand. If your embassy does not issue income letters, you will need to provide a 12-month bank statement showing a regular deposit of 65,000 baht into your Thai bank account


For some reason, the Thai immigration offices in each province are run differently. Some provinces may ask you to provide a Police Clearance and or a Medical Certificate, while immigration offices in other provinces may not.

Applying for a Thai retirement visa within Thailand 

When applying for a Thai retirement visa within Thailand (Non-Immigrant O-Long Stay Visa), you must start the application process by applying for a 90-day non-immigrant visa from a Thai embassy or consulate outside of Thailand, after which you can make an application for a retirement visa in Thailand. (This is commonly known as a “VISA RUN” here in Thailand)  

*Please note: You cannot apply for a Thai retirement visa while in Thailand on a 30-day entry stamp or Tourist Visa. 

The Visa Run is a nonsensical rule that requires the visa applicant to leave the country, which is usually done by crossing at the nearest border to where you are living, being Malaysia, Myanmar, Laos, or Cambodia (though you can fly to any country that you want to) to get your 90-day non-immigrant visa and then return to Thailand. Many companies






	A completed TM7 form. 

	Your passport.

	Two passport sized photos (4 x 6 cm).

	Photocopies of your passport and the relevant pages.

	A copy of your bank book or passbook.

	A letter from your Thai bank confirming the status of your account.

	The current fee for Thai retirement visa renewal is 1,900 Baht (non-refundable)





	In person at a Thai immigration office

	Online

	By mail

	Through an agent who has the Power of Attorney to report your status, for which you will have to pay their fee.






















































	Bangkok: Suvarnabhumi Airport, International and domestic flights

	Bangkok: Don Mueang International Airport, International and domestic flights

	Phuket International Airport: International and domestic flights

	Samui Airport: International and domestic flights

	Hat Yai International Airport: International and domestic flights

	Chiang Rai International Airport: International and domestic flights

	U-Tapao International Airport: International and domestic flights

	Krabi Airport: International and domestic flights

	Chiang Mai International Airport: International and domestic flights

	Surat Thani International Airport 

	Udon Thani International Airport 

	Sukhothai Airport 

	Pattaya Airport 

	Nakhon Sawan Airport 

	Khon Kaen Airport 

	





















	Bangkok Hospital Chiang Mai

	Sriphat Hospital

	Lanna Hospital (Government hospital)

	Rajavej Hospital

	Ram Hospital
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	Bandon International Private Hospital

	Bangkok Hospital Samui

	Samui International Hospital

	Thai International Hospital



















	Bangkok Hospital

	Vichara Hospital (Government hospital)

	Dibuk Hospital (Phuket’s newest hospital, opened in 2015)

	Phuket International Hospital







	Bangkok Hospital Hua Hin

	San Paolo Hospital

	Hua Hin International Polyclinic

	Red Cross Hospital

	Hua Hin Public Hospital


[image: ]





	Nakharin International Hospital (The newest and best hospital)

	Krabi Municipal Hospital

	Ruam Paet Hospital (A Muslim-run private hospital)











	Prachanukhro Hospital

	Kasemrad Sriburin Hospital 

	Overbrook Hospital






	The Bangkok Hospital, Pattaya 

	Pattaya International Hospital 

	Pattaya City Hospital 

	Pattaya Memorial Hospital

	Banglamung Hospital
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