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Disclaimer










This publication contains the opinions and ideas of its authors. It is intended to provide helpful and informative material on the subjects addressed in the publication. It is sold with the understanding that the author and publisher are not engaged in rendering legal, finacial, insurance, health, or any other kind of personal professional services in the book. The reader should consult his or her legal, financial, insurance, health, or other competent professional before adopting any of the suggestions in this book or drawing inferences from it.




Although every attempt was made to ensure the accuracy of information contained in the publication, the author and publisher cannot accept responsibility for any outdated or inaccurate information, or for the content of any third-party websites referenced herein.




No warranty is made with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the information contained herein, and the authors and publisher specifically disclaim all responsibility for any liability, loss, or risk, personal or otherwise, which is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and application of any of the contents of this book.




































 
















Think out of the box—or outside your borders








	You’ve always dreamed of a tropical garden, and you figure that if you retire to Arizona, you’ll finally be able to grow vegetables in the winter months.
      Or you could move to Panama, near the rain forest, and grow orchids while you work at saving the timberland by the canal.







	You’re retiring in North Carolina, and you love traveling in Europe, so you set enough money aside to plan a ten-day package tour to Italy or Spain.
      Or you could live in an old farmhouse in Provence, where you’ll plan long, adventurous road trips to out-of-the-way regions of Italy and Spain.







	You’re retiring to a condo in Tampa, where you’ll join the local beautification committee and attend your bridge club several times a week.
      Or you could move to Nicaragua and live in a lovely, affordable house by the beach, where you’ll tutor the neighborhood’s neediest kids several times a week.












































Retirement Without Borders



























PROLOGUE










Ever since we, your authors and guides, passed a certain age, we’ve been stumbling over retirement books. Retire-on-less books, retire-in-sunny-places books, retire-and-rejoice books, retire-and-do-work-that-you-love books, retire-in-quaint-places books, retire-overseas books. The business is booming.




Why not? It’s one thing we can absolutely count on. In some form, whether we keep working at something or kick back, we will eventually “retire” to another phase of our life. It’s a growth industry. As the man in The Graduate might say today, “I’ve got one word for you, Benjamin: retirement.” We are all on the same campus together, and we’ll begin graduating with the class of 2010, when seventy-six million baby boomers start turning sixty-five. A new adventure begins.




This book is about retiring beyond U.S. (and Canadian) borders. It is also about retiring beyond the borders of your own experience, to explore how moving to a different culture in your later years can revitalize, enhance, and extend your life. It will examine the fantasy so many of us may have shared: moving to an exotic new locale; creating new interests, new friendships, and a new life; buying or building a house in a foreign land; living the romantic expatriate life. We’re here to help you consider whether you want to take those first few steps. Here, amid the locations we’ve chosen for their potential to stir your inner Huckleberry Finn, you may find a way to light out for a new territory of your own. Not to mention your Ernest Hemingway, sipping his Pernod in a Paris café.




As our baby-boom generation begins to trade in what we’ve had to do for what we want to do, we are asking ourselves questions that will affect the rest of our lives:








	How do we want to live the time we have left—which may be as much as a third of our life span?




	Will we have the funds to live, if not lavishly, at least close to the level to which we’ve been accustomed?







	Do we want to continue living where, and how, we always have—or seek out something fresh, something challenging, something unlike what’s come before?




	If we’re looking for warmer nests, as so many of us do at a certain age, are we fated to become snowbirds shuttling back and forth on delayed, overbooked flights to Florida and Arizona?




	Will we ever have a chance to follow the dream many of us have harbored to explore other countries, experience other customs, immerse ourselves in other cultures?




	And for some of us, can we find places to live where we can express a new part of ourselves, contribute, or help change lives where the need is greatest?







We say: try living abroad, grasshoppers.




We did it ourselves. We bought a piece of land in Mexico on the strength—truth be told, on the impulse—of a couple of visits. In the first year we lived there, we built a beautiful home just off the beach. We are famously proud of it. One of us even wrote a book—Gringos in Paradise—about our first twelve months in Sayulita, on Mexico’s Pacific coast. We worked mano a mano with our Mexican construction chief, building in the manner of a small Mexican village. Which could mean that while husband was bringing back a pile of bank pesos for our builder in an empty Cheetos bag (the economy in that part of the country runs strictly on cash), wife was in Puerto Vallarta, chasing down toilet seats. It was exhilarating, thrilling, challenging, fun.




But we wouldn’t do it again. Not that way.




We’ve been part-time and full-time expatriates; we love the life, we love our friends and our Mexican home. But here’s a hard truth: during the year that we spent building our house, we didn’t have one stress-free day. Nor did most people we knew who built or—often—who bought. It was fine for writing the book. We had a saying: bad for life, good for book. In the retelling, our adventure was both funny and fulfilling. Loved it, got through it, whew! But in life, the toll on our nerves was high.




 




The dream of moving to an exotic, foreign land is equal parts fantasy and fear.




 




Here are the fantasies:








	You’re lying on the beach in front of the whitewashed, thatch-roofed house you built near Puerto Vallarta, sipping a coconut drink, and when the fishing ketch pulls up, you stroll over and buy the fresh red snapper you’ll eat tonight…




	You’re on the roof of the villa you rented for the first year in Tuscany, seeing the sun set over the red-tiled roofs of the hill town, listening to the sounds of an Italian mandolin serenade…




	You’re on the porch of your spanking-new bed-and-breakfast in a mountain town of Panama, watching the hummingbirds hover over the hyacinth, awaiting this weekend’s guests…













Here are the fears:








	Where do you go?




	How do you choose?




	Did you do enough research?




	Do you trust the research you did?




	You’ve sold your stuff and moved to an unfamiliar place!




	You don’t know the language!




	You don’t know the customs!




	You don’t know what will happen if you get sick!




	You miss your family and friends!




	You can’t buy the stuff you know and love!




	You want to buy a house but don’t have any idea if it’s priced right.




	You don’t understand how mortgages work here!




	You’re sinking a big part of your nest egg into this property!




	You don’t know which way real estate prices will go!




	You don’t know who’s taking advantage of you!




	The people aren’t as friendly as you’d hoped!




	You don’t know whom to turn to for help!




	You’ve started to build but have no control over the final costs!




	You don’t know if you have clear title!




	You don’t know if you got the right permits!




	Can the government take it away from you?




	The currency might be devalued!




	Will you be able to sell easily if you change your mind?




	Will you owe capital gains?




	You’ve put your savings at risk!




	You’re stuck there!




	
You’ve burned your bridges!







	You’re thousands of miles away and just made the biggest mistake of your life!




	In short, you don’t know the drill!












Now, here’s a fact: You can live the fantasy without the fear. There’s a formula, a strategy that will make this possible. It will free you to consider more places than you thought possible. If it’s right for you, that is. Because, honestly, it’s not for everyone.




 




The goal of this book is fourfold:








	To consider the dream




	To explore the dream




	To show you the dream in selected countries




	To tell you honestly what the pitfalls are







We don’t try to do it all. We won’t be giving you all the gritty details of tax codes, or the step-by-steps of relocation. (Just some.) The more specific a printed book gets, the more likely it is that it will be obsolete, and that comes with this territory. Although there are lots of how-to books and informational websites out there, our main purpose is to get you thinking, to start the conversation.




There are wonderful, life-enhancing reasons to consider retiring abroad, and we’ll share those with you. But there’s also a lot of disinformation out there, and the internet has multiplied it exponentially. If some of you decide after reading this that life abroad is not for you, we’ll be doing our job. Not just for you, but for expatriates already in place. We’ve often heard old hands lamenting the waves of eager, naive Americans who arrive with stars in their eyes. They believe they can live abroad like aristocrats on just their Social Security; they believe they can transplant their lives intact to foreign soil; they believe they can throw their often-hefty American weight around to change how things are done; they cannot wait to be serviced cheaply by a maid, a cook, a gardener. And so on. They end up disappointed, get hustled, complain a lot, give Americans a bad name, and often end up returning to the United States or Canada, leaving a bad taste in everyone’s mouths.




We’ll talk about this, consider all the pros and cons, and give you the general information you need to make a decision right for you. We’ll offer you that “secret” formula we think can make all the difference. This book will look at the overall considerations of moving abroad, what countries might be a good fit for you, and what steps you can take to begin the journey.




We have chosen ten countries to cover in depth. Here, we do offer detail with the proviso that you know—and we know—that by the time you read this, some of the particulars will be out of date. Our purpose is to give you an immersive picture of retired life in each country, including prices current in 2008. But we need to say it again: you’ll need to update much of it on the ground and online.




Your options are, of course, not limited to these countries; they are merely a range of venues amenable to North American retirees. Though we’ve spent much of our lives abroad, we haven’t lived in all of these countries. So for these in-depth chapters, we recruited experienced writers who have lived in, and reported extensively on, each country. Old hands on the ground are always the best sources of information—better than official sources, better than tourist organizations, better than commercial enterprises—for the “unofficial” version of retired life in their adopted countries. (Caveat: when the “unofficial” advice you get is in any way about major financial or legal steps, the very next piece of advice to seek is, who’s a reliable lawyer around here?)




We’ve also talked or corresponded with hundreds of expatriates, interviewing them about their lives, asking them to share their experiences. Scores of them have done just that in the pages following each of our country reports. And beyond these ten countries, we offer a few observations of other foreign venues you might also consider.




Finally, we have a strong sense that many, if not most, in our privileged generation want to do more than sit in the sun or relax on the porch. We’re looking for ways to give back, to contribute, especially where it can make a tangible difference. From our earliest days in Mexico, the expats to whom we gravitated, who seemed the happiest, were those active in the lives of their local community—sometimes in an organized way, with charities and fund-raising; sometimes in more direct ways, such as volunteering to teach, organizing trash pickups, or distributing clothing to the destitute. Repeatedly, expats told us that in volunteering, they got back far more than they gave. That’s the opportunity: live well, do good. In the spirit of volunteering “without borders,” we’ve listed some of the local and global resources on volunteering practically anywhere your restless feet might take you.




So, classmates, meditate here on your future. And consider all points of the compass.
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Chapter 1




TEN REASONS TO CONSIDER MOVING ABROAD










Retirement is a troublesome word to baby boomers, not just because many of us resist the idea of getting old, and not just because many of us have no intention of ceasing meaningful work. It is above all troublesome because so many of us, as our high-paying years begin to fade, will face one of two scenarios:








	We won’t be able to afford the lives we’ve led until now.




	Even with adequate finances, we haven’t lived out some of our dreams.







Surveys have shown that as many as four out of five baby boomers have not saved enough for a comfortable U.S. retirement, and the latest figures indicate a national savings rate approaching zero. (In Japan, it is 20 percent.) To those of us who were banking on our house values to see us through, our parents could have told us: what goes up also comes down. For many of us, this will mean continuing to work, even if work is no longer meaningful, in an attempt to keep the income flowing. For others, it will mean downsizing and downscaling, often to locations not intrinsically interesting to us. Baby boomers always did rebel against their parents, and although many of us will do the usual thing of moving to Florida and Arizona, many more will wonder if that’s all there is.




Even when finances are not the prime consideration, it is natural that many of us will look forward to something different. After a lifetime of work that has given us little spare time, skimpy vacations, and the unrelenting pressures of job security, child rearing, and getting ahead, many of us may dream about a more fulfilling, culturally richer life that we may have glimpsed only on holidays, or in our reading, or in movies, or on postcards.




You may recall the feeling: You’re leafing through a magazine with alluring photographs of someone’s villa in Spain, and you lean back and begin to daydream. Or you’ve spent a couple of weeks at a resort in Costa Rica, and you and your spouse decide to check out the local real estate listings just out of curiosity. Or you’re winding up a sunny tour in Europe, and one of you turns to the other and says, “Why do we have to fly back next Sunday? Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could just live here full time?”




That’s how the thought creeps in.




Then you put down the magazine, or you fly back to your workaday lives, and the reality and familiarity kick back in. Change is scary, what’s known is comforting, and that’s why eight out of ten Americans say they want to retire where they presently live. Americans have a tendency toward insularity. More than other nationalities, we value convenience, we do not speak other languages (we insist others speak ours), we’re bad at geography and history, we tend to draw conclusions from the anecdotal, and—especially compared to Europeans, who move seamlessly across each others’ borders—we don’t have that much experience with other cultures. We’ve strayed far from our immigrant roots. We travel, but mostly here at home.




But not all of us.




There are no hard figures on how many Americans live abroad, but estimates range from four million to six million, military excluded. Expats are advised to check in with their consulates when they first arrive; it’s anyone’s guess how many do. We didn’t. Americans wary of being tracked by our government certainly don’t. And no one tracks part-time residents who move around. As to how many of these Yanks abroad are retirees, we have an idea how many Social Security checks are sent abroad (about a half million), but that doesn’t tell us much; most expats keep U.S. bank accounts. We do.




One thing is certain: the number is growing. If you’re thinking about a move, you will feel less and less alone. In Mexico alone, some 20,000 American immigrants a month, in a reversal of the usual story, cross the border on their way down the coasts to buy, rent, or otherwise establish homes to the south. The word is getting out, just as work is letting out for the boomer generation. For some, it makes a lot of sense.




Here are ten reasons:








	
A sense of adventure. You’ve had a good working life, you may have launched your kids, you’ve lived in one place for quite a while. There are new things you’d like to do, passions you haven’t yet tapped, a yearning for change. To reinvent yourself. One study shows that the number one reason expats move abroad is not costs or climate but to experience a new chapter in their lives. Change can be the grit that keeps things interesting in your retirement years.







	
A desire to travel, to get away. Sure, you can quench your travel while living in the States, but how much easier would it be to get to know Latin America if you lived in Mexico or Panama? To travel around western and eastern Europe if your staging area were Barcelona, Spain? To experience Asia and Southeast Asia if you were living in Chiang Mai, Thailand? And to be able to spend real time in a new location, even put down a few roots, not just pass through. Moreover, some of you may feel a desire—a need—to experience a different political climate.







	
Lower cost of living. Boomers have saved an average of $50,000 for retirement, pensions are scarcer than ever, Social Security won’t easily cover American-sized costs. Prospective retirees looking at twenty-five years on a fixed income may see a train wreck ahead, as housing, insurance, and medical costs keep going off the rails.
      As far as Latin America is concerned, then, the prospects are enticing: depending on what you choose, you can live on a fraction of your U.S. costs. In a passage much quoted on the expat online message boards, Walter Russell Mead, of the Council on Foreign Relations, wrote a couple of years ago, “An income that can barely cover a doublewide in Florida can swing a condo south of the border. For the price of a condo in Phoenix, you can often have a villa in Mexico.” Well, he probably hasn’t checked the price of Mexican villas lately, but we take his point: instead of downscaling, you can upscale.
      In Europe, even where it’s more costly to live (for most of this 2K decade, that’s been a wide swath of Europe), the expenses you don’t have can make the difference. The affordable, or free, medical care you get from state-supported systems; the tax exemptions reserved especially for expats; the far cheaper insurance—these can make Europe, still, an attractive financial choice. One U.S. retiree in France, while acknowledging the effect of the falling dollar against the rising euro, told us, “There are ways of living here nicely. You can still find a house for twenty percent of the price of houses in the expensive parts of the U.S.—New York and Connecticut. Did you know the prices of baguettes and coffee are fixed? And the quality of life here is so much better!” We take her point: instead of living frugally in place, you can live frugally in style. Even if costs are similar, or higher than in the U.S., the allure of Europe’s deeply rich culture and its “quality of life,” as residents call it, balance out the costs for most. In some locations in Europe, stalled or falling house prices have mirrored those in the U.S. and may present an opportune moment to find good value.







	
A slower pace. Much of the world sees Americans as hurried, harried, driven, impatient. If we’re honest, we probably see ourselves this way as well. Whether it’s our overscheduled childhoods, our frenzied school years, our single-minded careers, our fifty-week work years, our fast-food meals, and our rush to get to the next place, fast, our counterparts in other parts of the world often think us mad.
      As you’ll find in our Latin American chapters, expats there unanimously cite a more tranquil, slower-paced lifestyle as one of the chief pleasures of their new lives. While it’s true that the relaxed sense of time in Latin countries can drive ex-corporate warriors around the bend, successful settlers adopt it as their own. They come to appreciate mañana as a way to slow down life’s urgencies; they understand the word not so much as a specific promise as a good intention. They stretch out their days. They learn to stroll, not jog; to chat, not chatter; to relax, not relapse.
      In southern Europe as well, despite some acceleration from keeping pace with America (and Asia) in a competitive world, life for expats is a more tranquil affair. Among those who have made their homes among the natives of Languedoc, France, or Umbria, Italy, there is always time to linger over a market, a meal, an errand. Even in the big southern European cities, expats report that long, languid lunches and late, meandering dinners have not yet disappeared. The café life is alive and well.







	
Climate. It’s not that America doesn’t have a rich variety of climates. It’s just that, given a preference for sunnier skies, and the high cost of living on almost any stretch of U.S. beach or coastline, the view from abroad offers a world of good weather to choose from. In dozens of countries, homes can be found in lovely, sunlit locations that would have been bought and flipped twice in the United States. Though we don’t wish to be overly harsh about Florida’s steaming summer days or Arizona’s scorching afternoons, it’s nice to contemplate year-round balmy temperatures in Cuernavaca, Mexico, spring breezes in Aix-en-Provence, France, or even the warm autumn drizzle of Verona, Italy. Furthermore, where costs are reasonable, it’s more affordable for retirees to follow their own weather, shifting headquarters inland when the coasts become too hot or heading for the hills when their city streets simmer.









	
Previous experience. For some, retiring abroad is an opportunity to go back in time. Expats who once worked abroad and liked it may find that retirement is a chance to more fully live an experience that enriched them. Those who served in the military, who had memorable R & R experiences, are returning—to Southeast Asia or the Philippines or Panama—anywhere this country’s troops have gone to capture hearts and minds. There is also a growing movement in heritage retirement, to return with an American savings account to settle in one’s country of origin. This can mean a first-generation American immigrant returning to childhood friends and family or a third-generation citizen intrigued by his ethnic heritage.







	
Greater freedom. A common refrain among expats is that they feel freer abroad than they do in the U.S. It’s odd at first to hear this in Latin American countries where the bill of rights is less than robust, or in European countries whose governments watch over its citizens protectively. Some of it undoubtedly is caused by nearly a decade of increased government monitoring after 9/11, and some of it has to do with the sense that the U.S. is hemmed in by legal constraints; no nation has anywhere as many lawyers per capita. Daily life is a lawsuit waiting to happen.
      Abroad, people don’t fear being sued for picking up and hugging someone else’s child; they open a B and B with a certain amount of red tape, but without doubling their costs with liability insurance; they can carve out a private life high on a mountainside without fear that the “revenooers” are coming after them. We hear it often, and not just from older, political types. A young Mexican-American waitress of about eighteen was serving us in our village, working hard; she told us she’d lived in the States for several years but chose to return to Mexico. We asked her why. “To be more free,” she said.







	
Taxes. Again, expats probably count a higher proportion of libertarians than the average U.S. population. They don’t like government monitoring, and they especially don’t like taxes. Volumes have been written on tax avoidance in overseas havens—the Caymans, anyone? In some of Europe and all of Latin America, property taxes are far lower than in the United States. One irritant is that the U.S. is among those countries that tax its citizens’ income worldwide. But there’s a big benefit for the ordinary middle-income retiree: you have an exemption of $85,700 on any income earned while living abroad. That said, other taxes, such as sales and capital gains—particularly in Europe—are another topic altogether, and not nearly as happy.









	
Health care. This deserves its own chapter, and gets it, but suffice it to say for now that this cardinal fear of Americans abroad—inadequate medical care—is, in many locations, and in many ways, a bad rap. In both Europe and, perhaps surprisingly, Latin America, health insurance, medical care, medical procedures, hospital facilities—even nursing-home care—is both more affordable and a lot better than Americans believe.



 



	
Senior and retiree benefits. In much of Latin America, pensionados have privileges ranging from special residence visas to deep discounts on taxes, lodging, and transportation. In 2008 Panama was offering pensionados an absolutely unbeatable array of benefits—from airline and hotel discounts to generous tax abatements—aggressively bidding for the retiree business.
      You won’t find similar blandishments in European locales, other than benefits offered to all senior citizens. But we’ve heard from expats everywhere that older people receive genuine respect abroad. Family ties are close, parents and grandparents stay at home, and society—government, media, church—supports and nurtures the elder folk. In America, many of the aged find that they are tolerated, but not always esteemed, by family and society at large. Many look to a future in elderly enclaves or absurdly expensive nursing homes. So the prospect of feeling valuable again is no small benefit to gray-haired boomers looking overseas.
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Chapter 2




UH-OH: SEVEN REASONS NOT TO RETIRE ABROAD




(And a Few Rebuttals for Your Consideration)














	
Separation from family. This is far and away (to be literal about it) the number one regret of expats we’ve known and interviewed. To separate oneself from children, siblings, or growing grandchildren is to stint on one of life’s most cherished experiences. So there’s no getting around it: it can be a real sacrifice, especially as the geographic distance from home and hearth increases. For many it’s a deal breaker. For others who’ve moved anyway, it’s a reason to give it up and return.
      We’ve also observed the following: (a) In the age of email, instant messaging, and free Skype-like videophone calls, some of the pain of separation is mitigated. (b) With the proliferation of air routes worldwide, it is no longer so difficult to make frequent trips home to dandle one’s grandchildren. (How far as the crow flies is less important than how long it takes you to fly, which is why your distance from an airport and the state of local transportation is something to think about.) (c) Living in an exotic locale can be catnip to a young family, especially its kids and teenagers. Coming to visit Grandmother and Grandfather in their beach house in Mexico or a cool walled city in Spain is probably a better motivator than getting them down for a visit to some conventional retirement community.





	
Culture shock. The thousand and one cultural differences expats encounter when they move overseas can be reasons for delight or dissatisfaction. For the dissatisfied, by far the biggest irritant we’ve found among our expat friends is inefficiency, in all its myriad flavors. We, along with the Germans, the Swiss, and the Japanese, live in highly efficient societies. You may not realize it until you spend time abroad, but things at home run smoothly, promptness is rewarded, and most things tend to happen on time (motor vehicle departments and air departures strongly excepted).
      Abroad, by comparison, especially in many fair-weather retirement locales, the red tape, bureaucratic tangles, hoop jumping, and casual appointment making can drive Americans to drink. (By the way, there are AA groups in nearly every town and village in which North Americans retire.) As one friend in Ajijic, Mexico, near Guadalajara, put it, “The very things you found so adorable at first—the slow pace, the casual hours, the easy come and go—are the very things that can drive you crazy a few years later.” This applies both to famously time-flexible Latin American countries and to more developed countries; the hurdles in Spain or even France for those awaiting visa extensions, work permits, or car registration are daunting. We tried for months to pin down the precise residence requirements of Italy. You’ll see what our expat reporter found, but trust us, even that’s iffy.
      Yes, it’s true. Papers, papers, papers, said a correspondent in Spain. All we can tell you is that you get used to it—we did—and it can turn you into a calmer, less frenetic person. If you can put aside your impatience, your irritation, even your sputtering rage at the serpentine ways of bureaucracy, if you learn to shrug at the latest broken appointment and to take things in their stride, you’ll come to understand something: Yeah, things happened more smoothly back home, but were you happier for it? Did saving that time enrich your life in some other way? And did waiting for your tardy plumber here in Costa Rica, sitting in your tropical garden, sipping pomegranate juice, really subtract anything valuable from your life?





	
Language. You don’t know a word of the foreign language. You’re too damn old to start learning now; everyone knows languages are best learned at a young age. It’s going to affect everything you do: chatting with people on an afternoon walk, figuring out what the landlady is saying about the steam pipes, asking about the best key maker in town. It will mean you’ll have no chance of a deep friendship with a local. You’ll miss every nuance of every conversation, except with your fellow expats. You’re living a half-understood life.
      No question that you’ll have a far richer experience if you try to learn the local language; even a smattering is usually appreciated (though in France you should expect to have your pronunciation corrected). But consider, si’l vous plaît, the following:









	a. Despite fulminations about the encroachment of American culture everywhere, English is the language of science, international business, diplomacy, air travel, and entertainment. If you must be stuck with one language abroad, you’re stuck with the right one. English is now the default second language taught in virtually every country. The odds that absolutely no one within a radius of fifty kilometers will be able to understand you are increasingly rare. (OK, you may have to double that radius in very poor and undereducated countries such as Nicaragua or in slightly more exotic locales such as Croatia.)




	b. We found our contractors and lawyers in Mexico to be excellent sign-language artists, adept at interpreting gringo nattering. Like virtually all our friends who were brave enough to build their own houses, we can’t think of a time when anyone’s poor Spanish resulted in a major catastrophe.




	c. There are, in fact, new techniques—with CD sets like the excellent Pimsleur series and Rosetta Stone—to teach even the most stubbornly monolingual enough to get along. And again, the invigorating discipline of learning a new language at your age can keep your brain cells doing a healthy boogie.




	d. As more and more expats choose to live in gated communities among U.S. expat colonies, they find they hardly need the local language at all. That’s not our cup of coffee. They won’t get bouquets from those of us who believe in living a more authentic experience. But they’ll be able to bitch about the problems in _________ to their neighbors in English.









	
Crime and corruption. Far less a problem in Europe than in Latin America, but it can be scary out there. You’re leaving behind the norms of American life. In the U.S., at least you know how to dial 911. In the U.S., the cops will likely show up, the judge will likely be evenhanded and fair. At home, you know what neighborhoods to stay out of. We, too, heard the headlines before we moved to Mexico; a drug shoot-out, a home invasion, a kidnapping, an armed stickup. In Latin countries even poorer than Mexico, we assumed, it must be even worse. Who wants to live with broken glass on top of a walled compound, suspecting the locals, certain that every policeman is corrupt?
      As for Italy and other European locales, where crime is lower than the U.S., the question is, What about corruption? In most places, it’s accepted that local bureaucracies run on grease and that petty officials need to be offered incentives. How can you, a foreigner, find your way through the tangles of gratuities and jurisprudence, and learn who is to be avoided and who is to be stroked? And what about crime in the immigrant neighborhoods? Or the gypsies? Then there’s the Mafia! Alice, did you see this village is called Corleone? Let’s get back to Passaic!
      First, the numbers. By every measure, the United States has more serious crime than most of the countries we’ve covered. The murder rate and crimes of violence in European countries are a small fraction of what they are in the United States. In Latin America it gets more complicated. (See appendix 1 for crime statistics.)
      Latin American crime rates as measured by UN surveys are far lower than in the United States, though distrust of police means the numbers are underreported, probably drastically. But even if you triple or quadruple the Latin American stats, U.S. figures remain high or higher. Nobody knows for sure; the rap on Latin American crime is anecdotal. In Mexico, the estimated murder numbers are high, but the overwhelming proportion of violent crimes occur in Mexico City and in the tough border cities. (Note: the closer to the U.S. border, the higher the crime rate.) However, crime is rising everywhere in Latin America, as drugs and drug battles become more prevalent. (Note: the drug trade is completely dependent on American demand.)
      And remember that guns are illegal in most places outside our borders; you don’t have to worry that some irritated home owner will shoot you for accidentally trespassing. (Note: in America, there are enough guns in circulation for nine out of ten of our citizens.) Yes, as the National Rifle Association would say, it’s the drug runners and organized criminals who have guns abroad. But by the numbers, the odds of a foreign resident getting caught in a drug shoot-out or a Mafia rubout are low indeed.
      Petty thievery and house robbery are in fact common in Latin America and are becoming more so as rich foreigners settle next to poorer local neighbors. The ill-paid police in Mexico and Central America have a high degree of corruption, though new governments in Mexico, Nicaragua, and Panama are promising reform. But here’s a point of view you hear a lot: How does the traffic cop looking for a small bribe, or a house-robbery detective who needs an incentive, compare with the grip of special interests on the governments of, well, more developed countries? As thoughtful expats often conclude, it’s all relative.
      Here’s the wrap-up. Over and over, we hear the same story: no matter where expats wander, on a street outside Lisbon, or in a village in Costa Rica, they claim to feel safe in their new countries. The vast majority of women say they stroll around at night unaccompanied, while the vast majority of men say they’ve encountered no crimes of violence and take petty thievery in their stride. They lock their doors, they don’t leave valuables lying around, but—as we found in our own village—they do not live in fear.





	
Financial, legal worries. The fear of ending up on the wrong side of a real estate investment, or of a devaluation, or of making a banking mistake are reasonable fears. A more generalized fear: insecurity about not knowing the local rule book. Residency requirements, and their attendant paperwork, are a major pain everywhere. (Note: nowhere are the immigration rules as stringent as in the U.S. post-9/11.) Can you be sure your papers are right? Is your car properly registered? Do you have the right documents? Are you properly insured? Buying property can be stressful in the best of times, traumatic the rest of the time. So, are you sure you own the property? Did you declare its true value? Have you paid proper taxes on it? Can they confiscate it?
      On the real estate front, there should be some comfort that some places abroad have become buyer’s markets following the U.S. housing woes that began in 2008. But we’ll have more to say on that in the following chapter. As to the fears of not knowing the rulebook, you can overcome these fears, but you have to work at it. Make at least one visit over there purely for investigative purposes (keep your bathing suit packed). Check with the locals and the expats about an honest lawyer. Consulates keep lists of lawyers with good reputations. Then ask around for a smart “facilitator.” Anywhere there are expats, there are people who know their way around the bureaucracies, and for a fee, can legally get you the papers you need. Find out what paperwork has to be done ahead of time from home. (In many places, you can’t apply for residency in-country; you have to get your papers done at one of their consulates in the U.S. before you arrive.) Nobody is saying this part is easy. We’re saying that there are ways to beat down the major worries.





	
I’ll have to do without all my favorite stuff. We North Americans live in a land of overwhelming abundance and choice. Sometimes we need to leave and return to be reminded of it. After our first year in our Mexican village, we came back to the States and were dazzled by the shops, malls, supermarkets, emporiums, boutiques, gourmet stores. We’d forgotten. At home in Mexico, we had three small grocery stores, a drugstore, and a few assorted clothes and sandal shops. We made do, happily. Back in New York, we suddenly remembered what we should have been unhappy about: all those personal preferences, things we had to have, like our favorite coffee, the shoe store with triple-wide, forty kinds of light fixtures…
Europe is more like America in its range of consumer choices, and in some places offers a richer cornucopia of goods. But it will still be different. You don’t always find 1 percent milk in France. You may not easily find Snickers bars in Italy. You’re going to miss your stuff. And are you willing to go on missing it for good, except for what you can bring in through customs every once in a while? Are you ready for a kind of scarcity in your life?
      Take this one on faith. Living “a less materialistic life” is repeatedly mentioned as one of the chief satisfactions of the expat life—at least among the happier ones we’ve known. In Latin America, feeling less materialistic comes from less choice. In expensive Europe, it can happen by cutting back on expenses. Either way, you hear about people making do with less—and feeling more fulfilled. Or having less stuff and feeling freed by it.
      But all of them miss their favorite snacks.





	
Health care. OK, this is the big one. It’s all very well to say there’s good health care overseas, but how can we know—
We know you’re worried. Just have a seat. The doctor will be with you shortly.
































 
















MEDICAL CHECKUP
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Chapter 3




HEALTH




The Big One










There are three looming concerns for retirees, something that binds them together no matter where they scatter: health, real estate, and money. And since, if you have your health, you have everything, let’s give it the respect it deserves and start there. After all, if you’re not feeling well, you’re not going anywhere.




The quality of foreign medical care, its costs, insurance coverage, health facilities, and medical standards all are debated endlessly in cafés and online. It’s very well to be ready to commit to a new country, but when it comes to all the ills that can befall an aging boomer, the what-ifs and oh-my-Gods suddenly stand out front and center.




 




In a developing country…








	How far below U.S. standards is medical care here?




	What if I go to a doctor and my symptoms are misdiagnosed?




	What if it turns out to be a serious illness requiring sophisticated care?




	What if the facilities are second rate?




	What if the drugs or medicine are untested or unapproved?




	What if I have a stroke or heart attack and need to get treatment fast?




	What if I can’t be evacuated back to the States in time?







In a developed country…








	Are doctors here really up to U.S. standards?




	Am I covered by insurance here—my own or the national coverage?







	Will the doctors and nurses speak English?




	How long will I have to wait for an appointment?




	Are they using up-to-date medical treatment and drugs?




	How do I find out who the best doctors are? What are the best hospitals?







MEDICARE: FORGET IT




The first thing an over-sixty-five retiree should know is that Medicare will not cover you outside of the United States. This fact alone may cause a lot of you to stop reading right here. It’s even a factor for those under sixty-five considering early retirement—do you want to settle in a place where you’ll never be able to rely on Medicare?




Consider the implications.




The Medicare dilemma means aging expats must (a) find, and pay for, their own private insurance; (b) qualify for a national health service; (c) pay out of pocket for medical costs; or (d) get back to the U.S. in a timely fashion to make use of their Medicare.




Starting with the last, the problem in countries easily accessible to the U.S. is less urgent. In drive-in-and-out Mexico, or in Central American venues—Costa Rica, Panama, and so on—short flights to Miami offer reassurance. American expats regularly come back to the States for Medicare visits. But where the locations are more distant—living in isolated regions in Latin American countries, or a long, expensive flight away in European countries—the prospects can be troubling. Yes, an expat will have to rely on and pay for local health care!




U.S. VERSUS FOREIGN CARE




Americans (well-insured Americans, that is) still hold a near-legendary belief that the U.S. has the highest quality of medical care in the world. Now, the cost of doctors, health care, drugs, and hospitals may cause unending despair among the uninsured, and the unending battles with insurance companies demoralize everyone. But with all of that, Americans are suspicious of other varieties of medical care—whether “inferior” care in the third world or “socialized” care in Europe. (Canadians, with their universal health care system, have their own issues with medical delays in their home country but do not share the same suspicions of “socialized” health care systems. Indeed, Canadians driving through the U.S. to their retirement homes in Mexico worry more about falling ill or having an accident while they’re in the States; they buy travel insurance for that purpose alone.)






Amend those legends. As Susan Michael, an expat living in Lisbon, says, “When I first moved to Europe, I believed that the U.S. medical system is first rate and could not be duplicated. I do not think this now. I think the general North American public is fed a bill of goods about the preeminence of U.S. medical care.” A 2008 article in Newsweek referred to “best in the world” American health care as “misguided medical chauvinism.” In category after category, from infant mortality rates, to cancer survival, to access to care, to longevity, the United States has seen its health care rankings slip further down the lists of international health organizations—to thirty-seventh in the World Health Organization’s 2007 rankings (just above Slovenia). Of course, the U.S. still has some of the best medical facilities and the best-trained doctors in the world. Patients from all over the world come to the United States when the treatment is, you know, complicated. But even in these categories, it is no longer unchallenged; medical care in France is at least its equal. Certainly France’s emphasis on preventive care leads the world. Other European countries rank highly as well.




In Latin America, facilities and technology are certainly not in the U.S. class, but the quality of care in urban locations can be good—and in many expats’ opinions, more humane. When it comes to affordable access to care, and insurance coverage for both rich and poor, the United States is hardly on the charts, ranking below Honduras, Thailand, Romania, and the Dominican Republic. This issue of insurance coverage in the U. S. may change as the political picture changes, but the United States has a lot of catching up to do.




YIKES! FOREIGN TRAINED?




Think twice when you hear brokers and real estate developers abroad reassuring Americans because so many local doctors are “U.S. trained.” You might just as well ask how many U.S. doctors in the States are “foreign trained.” The New England Journal of Medicine says that 25 percent of U.S. doctors studied abroad and that 60 percent of those studied in developing countries. So if U.S. doctors are that good—and they are—but so many of them trained abroad, then…what’s up, doc?




The majority of expats we canvassed in Europe and Latin America who settled near urban medical facilities say their care has been: pretty good, good, and excellent. Repeatedly, they report that physicians, nurses, and hospital personnel treat patients with more time and attention than they do in the United States. They get to know patients as well as diagnose them. (But as in Canada, there are plenty of complaints about the waiting times of national health systems almost everywhere.) More often, expats (1) sign up for the national service as a catastrophic backup, and (2) supplement it with private insurance or (3) pay out of pocket. Anywhere is less expensive out of pocket than the U.S.




A former D.C. accountant living in Guadalajara says, “Imagine, a doctor will actually take the time to talk to you! They make house calls! They give you their cell phone numbers!” A former Hollywood filmmaker in Ajijic, Mexico, says: “I had a quadruple bypass surgery last year, and I can swear that I have never in all my seventy-seven years had better treatment and medical care, and for exactly ten percent of what it would have been in Hollywood.” In Italy, an expat talks about the national health service available to foreign residents. Office visits cost nothing, and three days of hospitalization for her husband’s life-threatening illness cost $2,500. In France, Americans who qualify for national health coverage, with supplemental but inexpensive private coverage, can be scathing about the U.S. health care system they left behind. Throughout Europe, it is extraordinary to see Americans gather in a café in Barcelona, or a trattoria in Modena, Italy, to swap stories about their medical care—and to hear, for a change, happy stories, not horror stories.




The special European nit to pick, as always, is bureaucracy. Each EU country has different tests for foreigners to qualify. To be enrolled for “free” coverage in Italy, for instance, you must pay a fee of 7.5 percent of your income. For those in the lower income brackets, it’s a great deal. For those in the higher brackets, private insurance is also available. But there’s a catch-22: to qualify for residence, you must prove that you came into the country with health insurance (nope, Medicare doesn’t count); only then do you qualify for residency, which in turn qualifies you for the national insurance system. It works out. Oh, and be prepared for local differences. “We’re pleased with our doctor here,” said one of our expats from Umbria, “but he smokes.”




Our own experience in Mexico was good. We asked around town, and expats had good things to say about a family doctor in the next village. We drove over to meet him when I had a medical problem. At first we were nervous about his small, somewhat shabby office just one building away from a busy grocery store. But as we often found in Latin America, what’s outside does not always match what’s inside. Our doctor, a graduate of a Mexico City medical school, spoke English well, took down our histories without rushing us, diagnosed the problem, and prescribed treatment—all perfectly, as far we could tell. He didn’t have a lot of modern equipment but assured us that if there was anything he couldn’t handle, he would send us to one of several good hospitals in Puerto Vallarta, forty minutes away. He charged us $16 for the office visit. In point of fact, Mexico has an enlightened government policy when it comes to health, mandating clinics in the smallest villages, keeping medical costs down, requiring its graduating doctors to serve for a period in the hinterlands.




Why do many expats (such as our contributing writers) in Central American republics report that good care is available, when the World Health Organization ranks these nations low in health care? Because, sadly, medical care may indeed be inferior for the public at large in these nations. But unfairly or not, expats who can pay the affordable out-of-pocket costs can find good to excellent private care. Kind of like in the U.S., come to think of it.




THE JOYS OF PRIVATE CARE




By far, the most prevalent way an expat gets health coverage is through international medical insurance. (See our “Resources” section for recommended companies.) In Latin America, it’s to ensure the highest standard of care; in Europe, it may be because proof of private coverage is required before residence may be applied for. Like any health insurance, you’ll have to research its benefits and restrictions, with a few added questions for the expat life: Is preauthorization (calling your insurance company for permission to have a procedure) required? Will you be covered if you travel—either to other countries or back to the States for a visit? What kinds of procedures will be covered abroad—and which won’t be? What will be covered in the case of evacuation, if you sign up for that?




In Latin America, evacuation is a very popular benefit. The image of a red-crossed helicopter swooping down to pick you up and rushing you to the safety of a U.S. hospital can be most reassuring. In practice, it is rarely used. We know of one twist on it: A year-round expat friend of ours in Mexico travels to the States fairly often on business. In case anything happens stateside, she has Mexican insurance that guarantees evacuation back to Mexico.




REALISTIC CONCERNS: PLENTY




We don’t say that there aren’t real and legitimate concerns. In Latin American countries, care can be antiquated, sloppy, sometimes unhygienic. If you choose to live in an isolated place on the beach or up a mountain, you take a major risk. Expats in these out-of-the way places are optimistic and fatalistic about their health prospects. An American living on an island off Bocas del Toro, in Panama, says, “You just have to think about it this way: when your number’s up, it’s up.” Their confidence in their good health is in direct proportion to the distance they’re willing to live from a good hospital. If you’re in Panama City near one of its good hospitals, you’re fine. If you’re far away in the village of Boquete, currently hot with retirees, you have to trust that if you have a serious problem, it can wait for an hour’s drive down the mountain, a ride to the airport, an hour’s flight to Panama City, and a taxi the rest of the way.




The challenge in Latin America will be for its major hospitals to continue improving to the level at which they become accredited by the Joint Commission International, the agency whose standards are generally accepted as indicators of world-class care. So far, few Latin American hospitals have this accreditation, but it is expected to change. Especially as a new phenomenon arises: the rising tide of visitors who travel for one reason alone—to get medical treatment abroad.




MEDICAL TOURISM: GOING ABROAD TO GET WELL—CHEAP




Medical tourism to developing countries is one of the travel industry’s fastest-growing categories; it is expected that, as 76 million American boomers pass the retirement tollgate, demanding higher standards, it will transform the medical infrastructure of Latin America. It’s already more than a cottage industry: India’s better hospitals are now a major medical destination. Among retiree destinations, say Milica and Karla Bookman, authors of Medical Tourism in Developing Countries, Costa Rica receives 150,000 medical tourists a year, Thailand 400,000.




Personally, we’ve recommended to friends that they come down on vacation to Puerto Vallarta or Guadalajara to take care of any serious dental problems while they’re here. Since dental insurance is so limited in the States, it can be a tremendous bargain abroad; our experience has been uniformly good, our care professional and up-to-date. We had problems ranging from root canals to complex oral surgery, and the results were excellent, the costs about a quarter what they would have been in the States. For our friends, this more than made up for their travel costs, and they got a jaunt in the sun to boot.




The really big deal till now has been cosmetic surgery—yes, a $16,000 face-lift in the States can be performed for $4,000 in Costa Rica. But there’s more: an uninsured double bypass surgery that could cost $100, 000 in the States can be obtained for $15,000 in an up-to-date Buenos Aires, Argentina, hospital. In Guadalajara, a woman who visited long enough to qualify for the national health service—for a yearly premium of $300—had “excellent” gallbladder surgery at no cost. She had to bring her own blankets and hire a nurse, though.






In developing countries, increased American demand for better quality will inevitably raise standards. The specter of health care as a reason for retirees to fear life abroad may turn into its opposite: the prospect of accessible, affordable medical care can become an incentive to live beyond America’s borders.




There has been a movement among expats to lobby the U.S. Congress to make Medicare valid overseas. Council on Foreign Relations scholar Walter Russell Mead, quoted earlier, argues for changing the law to allow expats to use Medicare at approved clinics. Expats would be allowed to participate in a Medicare system (for which they paid taxes all those years) without making a costly journey home. It would cost Medicare far less to reimburse expats for lower medical costs than to wait for them to return and pay for U.S. costs. In other words, by living abroad and using Medicare, expats would save money for themselves and the U.S. taxpayer.




An idea ahead of its time? Does it have a chance of being passed?




Dream on. As realists point out, American authorities and businesses can’t crack down on $4 pirated DVDs that show up a day or two after a movie’s theatrical release. To assume that U.S. Medicare can enforce its regulations abroad seems, alas, wishful thinking for the near future.




NOW, POPS, ABOUT THAT NURSING HOME…




Old hands know that there’s a phenomenon among retirees who’ve put in ten or twenty years abroad: many return, some reluctantly, to the States. Face it, those charming cobblestone streets you loved at first become nasty bumps now that your arthritic joints ache. Besides, you may appreciate the medical care you’ve received and its reasonable costs, but when it comes to the big-time diseases of the old and infirm, don’t you really trust U.S. medicine more? And won’t it be nice to live where you can use your Medicare, no fuss?




But the question for those aging folks who return to the States is, What then? You’ll get older and frailer. You’ll need more help. If you have family ready to take you in, or the funds for a superior assisted-living facility, fine. But American families are more fractured than ever; there are no guarantees anymore of being taken in by children or relatives. As for finances, a private room in a U.S. nursing home costs an average of $6,300 a month in 2008 dollars. Care in an assisted-living unit is $3,000 a month and climbing. And that Medicare you crossed back to get? It doesn’t cover long-term care.




So something interesting has been happening. Around Lake Chapala, Mexico’s largest retired gringo enclave, and in San Miguel de Allende, a small industry has sprung up to provide affordable nursing-room care. So far it’s just a handful of facilities, some quite modest, without much oversight, but it’s being talked about as the shape of things to come. In an article for USA Today in late 2007, Chris Hawley reported on new American residents such as seventy-four-year-old Jean Douglas, from Oregon. “Shocked” by the costs and impersonal care of assisted-living facilities in the States, she researched Chapala online and made her move to Mexico. There, in Ajijic, by a beautiful lake, Douglas pays $1,300 a month for “a studio apartment, three meals a day, laundry and cleaning, and twenty-four-hour care from an attentive staff, many of whom speak English.” Elsewhere in Chapala, Hawley reported, three or four elderly American residents chipped in on a cottage and now live independently with twenty-four-hour nursing care for $550 a month, with free medical treatments and prescriptions under their state-sponsored IMSS (Instituto Mexicano del Seguro Social, Mexico’s national health plan) coverage.




Some of these nursing homes have failed, and disgruntled gringo residents report a few bad experiences. But the economics—and the characteristics of Latin American society—suggest that this will develop further, probably in a big way. Dr. David Truly, an academic who has studied American migration into Mexico, predicts a flourishing business in Latin America in nursing-home care. “It’s ironic,” he says. “American families don’t take care of their own as they used to, so you have the nursing-home phenomenon. Mexicans, with their family tradition and respect for older people—they are not sent off to nursing homes—are uniquely qualified to care for aging gringos in these new facilities. But as I say, it’s ironic.”






















 
















DO YOUR HOME WORK
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Chapter 4




AT LAST: REAL ESTATE!




Our Secret Sauce










Along with health, the most obsessive concern of expat retirees is—get ready for it—real estate.




In our view, it may be the single most popular (or at least the most frequent) topic of expat conversations all over the world, whether over a bottle of Dos Equis or a glass of Beaujolais. And it doesn’t stop when you’ve made the purchase—yes, it’s just that fascinating. And worrisome. In our first year in Mexico, I’d guess we talked about something touching on real estate every day.




Such as: the costs, the rise in prices, the fall in prices, the great deals, the horror stories, the hot markets, the sneaky brokers, the weird financing, the honest lawyers, the dishonest lawyers, the notaries public, the tricky permits, the byzantine paperwork, the murky deeds, the best accountants, the bad contractors, the unexpected mishaps, the undelivered tiles, the size of the pool, the rickety plumbing, the undersized roof beams…




Outside the borders of this book is a world of practical advice and hard information about retiring abroad. Most of it is on the internet. You’ll find thousands of websites, newsletters, online forums, seminar offers, travel sites, informational sites, bulletin boards, government sites, and more. (We’ll list some of the better ones in our “Resources” chapter.)




Amid the shimmering-palm headlines, amid the photos of gorgeous condos with killer views and the fabulous rustic stone farmhouses, you quickly realize that all too many websites are doing one thing: selling real estate. Often you can’t tell; there is genuinely useful advice being offered, with the soft sell between the lines. And there’s plenty of hard sell.




The hard sellers will tell you about the beachfront house you can buy in Baja or Belize for a tiny fraction of what you’d pay in the States—only you better hurry, these deals are going quick. They’ll tell you about the beachside lot you can buy in Nicaragua for peanuts, but the lots are being picked off fast. They’ll tell you how comfortable life can be in a three-bedroom house in a gated community in Costa Rica, but move now, because most of the units have already been sold. Even in high-cost Europe, they’ll tell you that you can still buy an inexpensive house in an out-of-the-way place, but these bargains may not last, so don’t hesitate, buy your dream house now, alors, vite!




And why not? Americans see home ownership as a birthright. Our dream of retirement abroad is most often expressed as owning or building our dream house. It was for us. It will be for many.




But there is another way.




In the world of overseas retirement, you’ll hear this a thousand times—indeed, you’ll hear it repeatedly from the expats who figure in our in-depth chapters.




Rent before you buy.




It’s the expat mantra. And a right good piece of advice it is. Even the websites selling real estate give it lip service: Don’t make that down payment on the strength of a brochure. Resist the blandishments of that English-speaking broker. Don’t get dazzled by the view. Don’t get caught up in the fever of skyrocketing house prices. Get the lay of the land. Rent first.




We’re going one better. Here’s our simple formula.










Rent, don’t buy.









Simple, but it can change everything. It can not only transform the way you live in your country of choice, it may change what country you choose. Suddenly, as you’ll see, what may have seemed out of reach, such as a higher-cost country, might seem possible, affordable. It can offer you a different dream.




BUY A DREAM LIFE, RENT A DREAM HOME




Remember that list of I’m-terrified-of-retiring-abroad fears at the beginning of the book? Let’s run the same list past you again. This time, please note the asterisks.
















	Where do you go?




	How do you choose?




	
Did you do enough research?*




	
Do you trust the research you did?*




	You’ve sold your stuff and moved to an unfamiliar place!




	
You don’t know the language!*




	
You don’t know the customs!*




	You don’t know what will happen if you get sick!




	You miss your family and friends!




	You can’t buy the stuff you know and love!




	
You want to buy a house, but don’t have any idea if it’s priced right.*




	
You don’t understand how mortgages work here!*




	
You’re sinking a big part of your nest egg into this property!*




	
You don’t know which way the real estate prices will go!*




	
You don’t know who’s taking advantage of you!*




	The people aren’t as friendly as you’d hoped!




	
You don’t know whom to turn to for help!*




	
You’ve started to build but have no control over the final costs!*




	
You don’t know if you have clear title!*




	
You don’t know if you got the right permits!*




	
Can the government take it away from you?*




	
The currency might be devalued!*




	
Will you be able to sell easily if you change your mind?*




	
Will you owe capital gains?*




	
You’ve put your savings at risk!*




	
You’re stuck there!*




	
You’ve burned your bridges!*




	
You’re thousands of miles away and just made the biggest mistake of your life!*




	
In short, you don’t know the drill!*












There’s one leading player in all the asterisked fears.




Yes, real estate.




Take away the purchase of real estate, and each fear with an asterisk above—and countless more—disappears or recedes. So imagine for a moment that you’re moving abroad, but that buying real estate isn’t part of the equation. Instead you rent indefinitely. Now…
















	As a renter, you no longer have to do all that research.




	You don’t have to figure out if the price is right.




	You don’t have to worry if real estate goes bust.




	You don’t have to distrust everyone.




	You don’t have to take a crash course in titles, deeds, permits, taxes—the whole twisty, unknowable, foreign, bureaucratic nine yards.




	You won’t be responsible for floods, hurricanes, robbery, raging bulldozers, toppling trees, new boilers, and the rest. In fact, you won’t care about any of it, other than getting out of the way of the flood and the hurricane.




	You won’t have paranoid dreams about not having the right documents, leading to a knock on the door.




	You don’t have to worry about property taxes.




	You won’t have to worry about owner’s insurance.




	You won’t have to learn who are the best builders, masons, painters, carpenters in town—that’s mostly up to your landlord.




	No big deal if you don’t speak the language.




	You don’t have to figure out how mortgages work.




	In many countries, if a dispute arises, the law favors the renter.




	You pay far less in fees to lawyers, brokers, accountants, local government.




	You don’t—and this is a big one—put your savings at risk. No big down payment or all-cash purchase. You keep your principal.







Which will have these effects:








	The interest from the principal will boost your retirement income.




	You can have a higher standard of living.




	You can go out more.




	You can travel more.




	You can see your kids and family more often.




	You don’t have to worry about currency fluctuations. You keep most of your principal in a U.S. bank.




	You’ve burned no bridges; all you have is a lease.




	You don’t have to worry that it will be harder to sell than it was to buy.




	You can—and this is another big one—move on.









Which will have these effects:








	You’ll have the time and freedom to see where the best rentals are.




	You can find out if the living is easier down the coast.




	You’re not stuck forever with neighbors from hell.




	When you’re gone, you won’t have the house-sitting problems a landlord does.







Which will let you look at retirement abroad in a whole new way:








	You don’t have the existential angst of thinking “I’m stuck! I’ve made the mistake of my life.”




	You’re not stuck anywhere. You can go back home.




	You can retire somewhere else altogether on short notice—you still have all that principal, no sale necessary.




	You can ignore all the advice intended to get you through the rigors of a “permanent” move (including quite a lot in this book!)







Against all that, the thrills of ownership?








	Possible appreciation. Or not.




	Rent can’t be recouped.




	Possible rent increases (long-term leases are the way to go).




	Possible unavailability of cheap rentals (absolutely a consideration).




	Bragging rights.












There is a corollary to this, and it is:










Rent, don’t build.









Sure, it can feel terrific to build your own dream house. There are compensations. We already admitted that building our own house in Mexico brought us a lot of joy, but that we wouldn’t do it again. Not that way.




Just a few reasons, straight out of Gringos in Paradise (see page 2): sketchy surveys, unclear zoning, contractor’s honesty, contractor’s punctuality, enhanced language difficulties, permits, more permits, “social security” for laborers, all-cash advances, quality of materials; electrician no-show, carpenter no-go, air conditioner no-flow, plumber but no boiler; buy your own tiles, fixtures, appliances, doors, windows, toilets, toilet fixtures…




In Europe, construction is not much of an issue simply because construction is often not permitted—or it’s severely limited. As we know from those moving-to Europe memoirs, reconstruction and rehabbing are most encouraged. Even there, however, since you must own what you rehab, a whole lot of reconstruction hilarity—and pain—ensues as well. As we used to say to ourselves, bad for life, good for book.




 




One other thing that renting indefinitely can do for you: you get to audition this stage of your life.




THE STAY AWHILE OPTION




Try it out. If you don’t like it, take it on the road. Retirement doesn’t have to mean a permanent move. You can just stay awhile: long enough to be more than a tourist—to experience the living, not the visiting—but stay loose, limber. You’re a baby boomer, and boomers don’t stand still. Retirement isn’t a one-time-only event for our generation. Some of us will retire for a while, then go back to the U.S. or Canada to work for a while (we did and do), then re-retire.




In our Mexican village, the couple we feel has the best life is a celebrated artist and her husband. The couple spend four months in their terraced house above the beach in Sayulita; another four months in Santa Fe, New Mexico, at their desert home; and the remaining four months in Italy or the South of France, giving art lessons. If that isn’t a way to live out your allotted time, what is?




YOUR LEASE ON LIFE




Not everyone is fortunate enough to have this splendid sort of rotational retirement, so like most of us, you’ll probably look to putting down some roots—researching, choosing a place, preparing, and, if you’ve been paying attention, finding a good rental lease.




Most books tell you to make certain you see a real estate broker on that first trip. Nope. Make that a rental agent. Now, it’s true that your renting plans can be stymied if long-term rentals aren’t available, or available only at very high prices. So that’s one of the first things you investigate during your first visit. Multiple listings are less common abroad, so looking for rentals is very much a matter of looking around in person. Often, the attractive rentals are not posted online; local paper classifieds can be useful, but not always. In Europe, it’s always been more word of mouth. You need to check with more than one rental agent. You ask the expats sitting at the next table if they’ve heard of anything for rent; you take a walk through a neighborhood you like and stop to inquire. In some places in Europe, key money can be expensive, as can deposits. But the costs are still small when compared to purchase costs.




The other challenge is finding a suitable rental in high-priced tourist areas, with per-night rates of several hundred dollars. Still, our experience is that it’s usually possible to find reasonable year-round rental rates: landlords often prefer a longer-term, lower-cost lease to avoid the hassles of short-term renting. A couple we know who kept their house on the Pacific coast decided to begin spending half the year in San Miguel de Allende. Few towns in Mexico have seen the explosion of prices that San Miguel has. But by hanging out at the main plaza (the Jardin) for a week or two, our friends heard about a rental available for two years. A lovely, spacious apartment that would have fetched $200 a night. They got it for $800 a month on a two-year lease—in one of Mexico’s priciest towns.




So…




Does all this mean we’re omitting the oh-so-lively topic of real estate purchases from this book? No. There’s plenty. Many of our chapter writers are owners themselves, so we couldn’t have stopped them from giving you the real estate lowdown. (They’re even foolhardy enough to include current house prices—just to give you a snapshot in time of local costs—which should be accurate for, oh, six months.) We’re realists. We’ve been around the plaza enough to know that people won’t stop yearning for their own dream home. They’ll want to do what we did. They’ll want to get in on the home prices for the last, great, cheaper investment of their life.




It is also true that more conventional real estate purchase procedures in Europe, and the increasing availability of U.S.-financed developments in Latin America, can mitigate the stress factor. So can U.S.-backed mortgages and title companies, which are becoming more available in Latin America, particularly in Baja California.




So yes, we’ll go along, telling you what prices are like in Panama (up and down!) and how much you pay for a cottage in Tuscany. (Lots!)




But trust us, you’ll think back on this chapter.
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