


I first visited Chiang Mai in 2002, and 
it was sleepy beyond imagination. 
“I’m not old enough to live in Chiang 
Mai,” was what I said back then. The 
frenetic city life in Bangkok still had 
me under its spell. The half-speed 
pace of the northern capital was just 
too slow.

Fourteen years later, it seems Chiang 
Mai and I have met in the middle. I’ve 
slowed down to a respectable pace 
for a 50-something and Chiang Mai 
has blossomed to earn its longtime 
nickname “Rose of the North.” 

Now I visit Chiang Mai quite often to 
connect with old friends and enjoy the 
relaxing pace. Sometimes I succumb to 
the laid-back yoga-hippy vibe and do 
nothing. Sometimes I head uptown to 
hear some live jazz. Every part of town 
is different. The people are friendly, 
the weather is perfect and the cuisine 
is legendary. The best thing of all… 
nobody is in a hurry. 

I’ve lived over half my adult life 
overseas. Chiang Mai is my top pick 
for anyone considering an overseas 
retirement in Asia. 

Hopefully, in the following pages, I 
paint an accurate picture of what life 
is like in Thailand’s favorite city.

Chiang Mai History And Facts

In the 13th century, Chiang Mai, “New 
City,” became the capital of the Lanna 
Kingdom, which dominated most of 
what we now call Northern Thailand. 
Desired for its strategic location and 
trade, the capital was constantly 
under siege by Siam from the south 
and Burma to the north. After 200 
years of defending itself, the Lanna 
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editor's
note

Dear Overseas Living Letter Subscriber,

Attendees at last week’s Retire Overseas Conference in Las Vegas wanted to know:

Why are we in Panama?

Fair question. As we’ve been reporting for years, Panama offers diverse advantages. This 
little country can be an ideal retirement, investment, doing-business, starting-over, tax, 
and offshore haven.

But of all the reasons why one might well choose Panama, which is our agenda?

Business. We’re enjoying the other benefits of being in Panama (including, especially, the 
tax advantages), but it was the country’s attitude toward entrepreneurs that made it the 
no-brainer choice for us.

We moved to Panama a little more than eight years ago. It was a turning point, and not 
only geographically.

Ten months before that move, I’d made another big decision—to leave the publishing 
group where I’d been working for more than 23 years. I’d started with Agora as an entry-
level editor, just out of college, worked my way up through the ranks, and, by the time I 
took my leave, more than two decades later, I was a partner in one of their divisions, the 
International Living group, managing their offices in Ireland (which I’d opened for them 
years earlier), as well as satellite operations in a half-dozen other countries, and living in 
Paris.

After 23 years, it was time for a change. At first, I thought I might retire... and, for five 
months, I did. If I were going to do nothing, Paris seemed like a good place for it. And, 
indeed, if you ever decide you’d like to try doing nothing, I recommend Paris as the venue.

But I was still young (in my mid-40s), and five months of long walks along the Seine and 
long breaks at the sidewalk cafes of the Latin Quarter was enough.

So, one day, after one of those long walks, I returned home with a new agenda. I’d like to 
start a business, I told Lief.
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I’d spent 23 years learning the publishing trade, so I didn’t have to 
think too long about what kind of business to start. Where to start it 
was a bigger question. I knew that France was not the answer. In my 
experience, the French attitude toward business-builders cannot be 
described in a family-friendly publication.

Lief and I considered the world map. Coincidentally, at this time, Lief 
was looking for a next project, as well. After years of experience working 
in different capacities with various real estate developments and 
investment projects around the world, Lief wanted to undertake one of 
his own. He’d been scouting potential sites for more than a year and had 
determined that Panama offered the biggest opportunity.

Lief chose Panama for its property potential. But, even if he hadn’t 
already made that decision, I would have lighted on Panama anyway. It 
was working hard, back then, to position itself as a #1 choice for foreign 
investors and entrepreneurs.

So, after four years in Paris, Lief and I packed up our little household for 
another trans-Atlantic move. He, Jackson, and I arrived in Panama City 
early July 2008.

We brought someone else with us, too—a bartender from Annapolis. A 
bartender is always good company, but this bartender, Harry Kalashian, 
was also our daughter’s boyfriend of several years. They’d met while 
Kaitlin was visiting family in Annapolis one summer.

A couple of days after Lief and I told Kaitlin about our plan to move from 
Paris to Panama to start a new publishing group, she came back to us 
with a question: Would we consider her boyfriend Harry for a job in our 
new company?

Why not? We liked Harry. He was a smart, hard-working kid indicating 
now that he was also ambitious, keen to be part of building something 
from the ground up. 

Harry met us in Panama City, where, for the first few months, the 
three of us worked from the bedroom office of our loft apartment on 
Avenida Balboa. 

We had one long wooden desk. Each morning around 8 a.m., we three 
would line up our laptops along the edge, pull up our three chairs, and 
set to work. I wrote letters that Harry (who, lucky for us, turned out to 
be very technically adept) would package into emails with ads and links 
that he then sent out to the fledgling list of readers we’d managed to 
cobble together. Lief focused on the back office, setting up order-taking 
and credit-card-processing systems.

Those first e-letters, sent out some eight years ago, were read by tens of 
readers. But the readership grew...

Today, eight years later, our e-letters go out to more than 400,000 
readers around the world every day, and our readership continues to 
grow. Harry, I am very happy to say, is with us still. Today he’s my fully 
fledged Associate Publisher (who also makes a mean mojito). 

I’m happy, as well, to be able to report that neither has Panama 
disappointed. This country is the land of entrepreneurial opportunity we 
hoped it would be.

Today we have a staff of 30+ working from our El Cangrejo offices, 
an eclectic mix of smart, hard-working, and ambitious 20-, 30-, and 
40-somethings from around the world who all find themselves, for 
different reasons, here in Panama right now, as we do.

After more than 10 weeks on the road, hosting conferences in the 
Algarve and Las Vegas… scouting real estate opportunities in France, 
Portugal, Hungary, and Poland… and taking our kids on a do-it-
ourselves Grand Tour of Central and Eastern Europe… Lief and I have 
returned this week to Panama City.

Thanks to Harry and his cracker-jack team, the building is still standing, 
the ideas are still flowing, and the mailings are still going out.

Lief and I, it would seem, have become obsolete.

Time to start planning the next trip.

Kathleen Peddicord
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letters to the editor

“Tulum—Are You Crazy?”

You appear to be currently promoting Tulum. 

Have you not seen the recent New York Times 
article titled “Evictions by Armed Men Rattle a 
Mexican Tourist Paradise”?

It is a fact that some places are safer than others 
for investment. I expect that Panama, Ecuador, 
and Colombia are all a safer investments than 
Mexico. I have enjoyed your publications for 
many years. But I think that your promotion 
of Tulum after the recent evictions there is 
irresponsible and hurts your credibility.

Hugh N. 
____

Hello,

Have you seen the New York Times article 
“Evictions by Armed Men Rattle a Mexican 
Tourist Paradise” (Aug. 16, 2016) about Tulum, 
Mexico?

Regards,

Jean-Claude
____

I would love to hear your reaction to this story.

Thanks!

Annelie F.
____

In regards to your article “Living A Grand Life in 
the Jungles of Tulum.  Read this.

Bob J. 

To summarize the article that has everyone 
so hot under the collar, Mexican authorities 

have evicted a number of people from land 
they were occupying… some of whom had 
invested a lot of money in developing that 
land. This latest seizure and eviction involved 
17 properties, including hotels, private homes, 
boutiques, and a beach club.

The land they were evicted from was originally 
communal land, which is common throughout 
Latin America.

This communal land is called ejido land in Mexico. 
An ejido is a group of people who have been 
granted the land to live on it and work it as a 
community. As communal land, it cannot be sold 
as-is, either by the group or by any individual in 
the group, unless it’s been converted to private 
property, a long and complex process.

Yet it is frequently offered for sale without 
having been converted to private property. 
Personally, I’ve been illegally offered 
communal land in both Nicaragua and 
Ecuador, twice by scammers and once by local 
residents who didn’t know any better.

The people evicted in Tulum never should 
have bought the land. Some stated they were 
aware they were buying ejido land but bought 
it anyway. Some built without the proper 
permits. Some bribed public officials to make 
the sale and permitting appear legal. They did 
something illegal and got caught.

I’m sure some owners probably acted in good 
faith… but they all took a gamble on ejido 
land and lost.

The New York Times makes it sound like 
third world stormtroopers swept in and 
took the poor foreigners’ land. But, in fact, 
you can’t blame anyone for a situation like 
this except yourself.

We at Live and Invest Overseas have been 
warning people away from ejido land in Mexico 
for decades. The risks of losing use of the land 
and your investment are just too high. When 
the “communal land” flag is raised on your title 
search, just move on to another property.

For All The Single Ladies!

I am responding to a mailbag answer to Leslie 
on where single women can live on a budget 
in Mexico. There are other places in Mexico for 
single women besides Álamos.

Mérida is full of single women, there is also a 
healthy gay population, and apartments start 
at US$125 a month. There are an abundance 
of fixer-upper houses for sale at low prices, 
although US$50K may be unrealistically low. It 
is the safest place in Mexico, it’s full of cultural 
offerings, and it’s easy to make friends through 
events at the English library. 

Nearby is the Gulf Coast, from Celestún to 
Dzilam de Bravo, where I know of many single 
women living on a budget. 

There are also many house-sitting opportunities; 
look at the Facebook pages for the coast, such as 
Telchac Puerto or the large town of Progresso, 
where it is easier to meet people. In the winter 
there are active expat groups in the coastal towns 
with many volunteer opportunities though which 
you can meet people.

My sister, two dogs, and I live full time in 
Mexico, traveling from beach to beach every 
few months. We return to Mexico’s Bargain 
Coast (the Progresso area near Mérida) every 
year because of the friendly people, low prices, 
safety, convenient services, outstanding 
medical care, and variety of available day trips.

We love to hear from our readers, and we get so much valuable 
reader mail each month it seems a shame not to share it, along 
with our responses...
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And Álamos is not the only place where single 
women can integrate quickly. The area north of 
Manzanillo is also excellent for single women, 
but it is not cheap like the Mérida/Progresso 
coastal area. Mahahual, on the Caribbean 
coast in the far south, is an outstandingly 
friendly place with a bit younger crowd and 
fantastic restaurants. 

A similar place in lifestyle is the Oaxaca, eco-friendly 
coastal area of Mazunte/Zipolite if you can live in a 
more remote area than Mérida/Progresso.

If you are a single woman on a budget, have 
no doubts that Mexico has many places and 
people to welcome you.

Kelly 

Thanks for the feedback, which is much 
appreciated. Sounds like you and your sister 
are enjoying a great adventure. 

Abductions 
In Puerto Vallarta

I just saw that several associates of an El Chapo 
relative were captured in Puerto Vallarta. What 
kind of recommendations are you telling me 
and my wife about? 

If this actually happened, I would like my 
money back. I am very disappointed… I will 
stay in some backwater area in the United 
States where I am safe.

Thanks a lot.

Fred

Thanks a lot.

For anyone who doesn’t know who El Chapo is, 
he’s Joaquín Guzmán, infamous leader of the 
Sinaloa drug cartel. Fred is referring to a recent 
incident where Mr. Guzmán’s son (also with 
the cartel) was abducted from a restaurant in 
Puerto Vallarta by members of the rival Jalisco 
Cartel. He was released a few days later.

Unless you or your family members are also 
members of a cartel, there is no cause for concern.
 
We’ve spent significant time in countries that 
have a huge drug business (the United States, 
for one) and countries that supply that business 
(like Colombia and Mexico). Our experience has 
been that if you stay away from the drug trade, 
you’ll have no reason to know it’s there. 

Many of our correspondents live full-time 
in Mexico (and Colombia, and Ecuador, and 
Brazil… etc.) and can attest personally to the 
drug industry having nothing to do with day-
to-day life in a given country (again, unless 
you’re directly involved as a buyer or seller). 

Canadian Tax 
Conundrum 

Would you verify that Canada does not tax 
income on a worldwide basis? I thought that 
they did. (I am Canadian.)

Don

Canada taxes residents on their worldwide 
income.

When a Canadian moves from Canada and 
becomes an official resident of another 
country, they are generally no longer liable for 
taxes in Canada. There is a process to extract 
yourself from the Canadian tax system. You can 
contact Dome Duong, CPA, CA, here for more 
specific Canadian tax advice.

What’s The Easiest Way To 
Bring My Money With Me?

Hello,

I am an expat living in Mexico for the past 
eight years. I have a small online business 
that is based in the states and goes through a 
Wells Fargo account. I also have an account at 
Santander, a Mexican bank, that I keep money 
in for living in Mexico. My question is, I’m in 
the process of selling my house in Mexico and 

moving to Belize and was wondering what 
would be the best place to put my money from 
the sale. 

I plan on living in Belize full-time and 
would like to transfer most of the money to 
a Belizean bank. Would it be best to open 
an offshore account or put it in a Belize 
bank? I saw there is a Scotiabank in Belize, 
there is also Scotia in Mexico. Would it be 
wise to just open an account in Mexico and 
then transfer the funds to Belize?
 
Any input would be appreciated,

Thanks,

Dave

Scotiabank in Mexico and Belize are two 
separate companies under two separate 
jurisdictions, so having an account in Scotia in 
Mexico and Belize wouldn’t necessarily be of 
any direct benefit.

Money sent to an onshore bank in Belize, i.e. 
a local bank, will be converted into Belize 
dollars when sent. You probably don’t want 
to hold any more Belize dollars than you 
need to live on in the country, so we wouldn’t 
recommend sending all your money to a local 
Belize bank. 

Offshore Belize banks have different rules, 
and you can hold U.S. dollars and other hard 
currencies in an offshore Belize Bank (Scotia 
is an onshore bank). However, technically, 
residents of Belize aren’t supposed to be 
able to open an offshore account in Belize 
(citizens either). That said, we know Belize 
residents who have accounts at both types 
of banks.

mailto:dome@pdco.ca
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Kingdom finally became a sub-state 
of Burma. A few hundred years 
later, the influence of Siam pushed 
northward and the Kingdom of 
Chiang Mai emerged as a tributary 
Siamese state. The capital of the 
north thrived for over a century 
before officially becoming part of 
modern-day Thailand. 

Blessed with fertile soil and teak tree 
forests, the people of the kingdom 
prospered even during centuries of 
war. Chiang Mai has always been 
the natural trade portal between 
Burma and South China seaports. 
Strategically located on the Ping 
River and in the valley of the highest 
mountains in Thailand, Chiang Mai 
enjoyed brisk trade and natural 
protection from its enemies. 

These days, modern metropolitan 
Chiang Mai is the unofficial capital 
of Northern Thailand and home to 
an estimated 1.2 million residents. 
Robust trade with China continues 
to this day. Besides being a huge 
Southeast Asian commerce and 
transportation center, last year 
nearly 3 million Chinese tourists 
visited Chiang Mai. 

With a range of 68 to 86 degrees 
Fahrenheit (20 to 30 degrees 
Celsius), Chiang Mai enjoys the 
mildest climate in the country, its 
average temperatures are rather like 
the Southeastern United States. The 
season for heavy rain is short (July 
through September) and November 
through February is perfect.

Thailand’s Northern capital retains 
all the charms of past lives while 
graciously embracing the present. 
Among more than 300 ancient 
temples and monuments you’ll 
find museums and 7 universities. 
There are 10 national parks, 12 
golf courses, more than a dozen 
waterfalls, and an international 
airport that handles 130 flights 
per day. Chiang Mai is a complex 
little metropolis with many layers 
to unfold. 

Last year more than 10 million 
Thai people visited Chiang Mai 
for holidays. When entering a bid 
to host The 2020 World Expo, the 
people of Thailand chose Chiang 
Mai to represent their country. 

Chiang Mai isn’t Thailand’s second 
city… its Thailand’s favorite city. 

What Chiang Mai Isn’t

Not Bangkok

With a population of just over 1.2 
million, Chiang Mai is not a big 
city by Southeast Asian standards. 
Big sister Bangkok boasts 12 
million inhabitants, a figure 
considered an understatement by 
folks who live there. 

Chiang Mai only has a few 
buildings that could be considered 
high rise, even those are less than 
30 floors. Chinese style shop-
house architecture is the order 
of the day, with some modern 
developments mixed in. Roads 
are fairly good, but the popularity 
of Chiang Mai as a getaway spot 
strains the infrastructure on big 
holiday weekends. 

The city viewed from a higher 
elevation looks like a collection of 
neighborhoods that grew into each 
other to fill in the river valley. Chiang 
Mai is pretty busy, but it’s by no 
means Bangkok busy. 

Not A Tourist Town

While many tourists visit Chiang 
Mai, foreigners living there don’t 
have the feeling they are tourists. 
In the big seaside resort towns 
like Pattaya and Phuket, large 
expat populations have formed. 
They enjoy the permanent 
vacation lifestyle but will always 
feel like tourists. In Chiang Mai, 
foreigners live all over town, 
they experience many different 
lifestyles, and they connect to 
Thai culture in a more meaningful 
way. Chiang Mai is not a “tourists-
who-stayed” kind of town.

Continued from page 2
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Not An Island

Many expats and retirees have 
chosen to live on some of Thailand’s 
island paradises like Koh Samui 
or Koh Chang. Chiang Mai is the 
opposite of an island. Rather 
than suffer island-style isolation, 
residents enjoy total connection 
to the rest of the world. Internet 
connections are high-speed and 
reliable, great roads lead in every 
direction, and an ever-expanding 
international airport is at your 
disposal. The overnight train to 
Bangkok is a trip everyone should 
take at least once. 

Chiang Mai is plugged-in and 
connected to all of Asia and the 
world.

Not A Party Town

Nobody comes to Chiang Mai for 
the nightlife. Bars and restaurants 
close around midnight, and 
everything gets wrapped up 
before 2 a.m. There is no real red-
light district, but there are plenty 
of friendly pubs and a surprising 
number of live music venues. But if 
all-night go-go bars or dance clubs 
featuring famous DJs is your thing, 
Chiang Mai will disappoint.

What Chiang Mai Is…

Chiang Mai is probably the most 
livable city in Southeast Asia for 
a foreigner. Good infrastructure, 
a thriving expatriate community, 
and friendly native hosts ensure it 
will hold that distinction for years 
to come. 

Getting Around Chiang Mai

The top three monthly expenditures 
most expats and retirees will 

face are housing, food, and 
transportation. Normally I would 
say they matter in no particular 
order, but for Chiang Mai residents, 
transportation rules. Where you 
live affects how you get around 
and vice-versa. Make sure you 
know what transportation you are 
comfortable with and keep that in 
mind when shopping for housing.

Ground transportation in Chiang 
Mai takes many forms. During a 
four-month stay in the Old City I 
never drove a car; tuk-tuks, baht 
buses, and the occasional taxi got 
me where I needed to go. During 
the last month the chef at my 
guesthouse let me use the new 
“house bicycle” to get around within 
the immediate neighborhood. 
My average monthly expenditure on 
transportation was about 3,800 baht 
(US$109)—less than US$4 a day.

With that said, here are your 
transportation choices:

By Car Or Truck

You must be 18 years old and 
possess some form of license to 
drive here. An international license 
issued from your home country or a 
legitimate Thai driving licenses are 
acceptable, and getting a driver’s 
license in Thailand is fairly easy. You 
cannot drive on your U.S. license 
here - not even as a tourist.

Cars are reasonably priced in Thailand 
as many are assembled here. Trucks 
and vehicles on truck frames are 
particularly affordable due to tax 
incentives for farmers. Financing 
is normally unavailable or difficult 
for foreigners to get. Insurance is 
affordable, full coverage on a mid-
size late model car would run about 
20,000 baht per year (US$572).

Buying a used car is an option that 
should be chosen only in partnership 
with a Thai national you trust. An 
odd characteristic of the used car 
market in Thailand is cars do not 
depreciate in value as quickly as in 
the West. Sometimes it’s just better 
to get a new car you can afford.

Leasing a car is another option. A 
wide variety of vehicles are available 
for rent in Chiang Mai. A mid-size 
car like a Toyota Vios or Mazda 3 
costs between 15,000 and 20,000 
baht per month (US$428 and 
US$572). A larger SUV like a Toyota 
Fortuner would cost over 25,000 
baht per month (US$714.).

To drive or not to drive is a big 
decision. Driving a car in Thailand 
can be a real budget-gobbler.

By Motorbike 

Motorbikes and scooters rule the 
road in Chiang Mai. They are cheap 
to own and operate a brand new 
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Yamaha Fino automatic scooter 
can be purchased for 44,000 baht 
(US$1,257). You could rent the same 
motorbike for about 3,000 baht per 
month (US$86). They are easy to 
drive, maintain, and park. 

The motorbike solution works 
for many expats in Chiang Mai, 
especially because most live 
near the middle of town or drive 
only within their respective 
neighborhoods. For Thai families, 
the household motorbike is an 
indispensable necessity—a lot of 
foreigners feel the same way.

Danger Zone

Be forewarned, Thailand has an 
appalling traffic safety record, ranked 
by a University of Michigan study 
as being the second worst for traffic 
deaths just behind Namibia. More 
than half are motorcycle related. 

If you choose the motorbike as a 
mode of transportation, wear a 
helmet and be ready for anything. 
You will meet expatriates that have 
driven motorbikes in Chiang Mai for 
20 years and never had an accident. 
Others aren’t so lucky. 

Make sure you are confident on 
that machine before you head out 
into traffic.

By Tuk-Tuk

Those little three-wheeled, soot-
belching contraptions buzzing 
around town are called tuk-tuk 
(because of the distinctive sound 
their high-strung engines make). 
Every city or town in Thailand has 
a version of the tuk-tuk. Chiang 
Mai’s rendition is bigger than you’ll 
see in Bangkok and offers a fairly 
comfortable ride with leg-room and 
a decent view.

Cost is best negotiated before 
the ride. From the middle of the 
Old City to the airport is about a 
15-minute ride and costs 80 baht 
(US$2.30). A trip to see a movie at 
Central Festival shopping mall takes 
20 minutes and costs 100 baht 
(US$2.86). A trip from my place on 
the south side of the Old City to my 
favorite pub near the northern gate 
takes 10 minutes and costs just 40 
baht (US$1.14).

You’ll find tuk-tuk everywhere in 
Chiang Mai, they are especially 
plentiful in the Old City and near 
the Riverside neighborhoods. The 
further away from the city center 
you travel, the scarcer they become. 

Tuk-tuk can be loud and hot, but 
they are affordable, and they do 
have a certain charm. Especially 
when the weather turns cooler in 
Chiang Mai, tooling around town 

in the back of a tuk-tuk seems like 
a natural thing to do on a Sunday 
afternoon.

By Songtaew Or Baht Bus
Even more ubiquitous than tuk-tuk 
are those bright red “baht buses” or 
songtaews, which translates to “two 
benches,” where you sit in these 
cheap public transports.

A songtaew is a heavy-duty pickup 
truck with a cabin and seating 
built onto the bed. Riders are 
sheltered from the elements and 
communicate with the driver by 
pushing a button that activates a 
buzzer in the cab. 

The process is simple: You flag 
down a red baht bus and tell the 
driver where you want to go. He 
may already have passengers, so if 
he’s going your way it’s OK to hop 
in and ride along for a discounted 
price. If he’s empty, you’ll negotiate 
a reasonable fee similar to a tuk-tuk, 
and others may join you on the trip 
along the way.

An Insider Tip

If you stop a songtaew that’s empty 
and negotiate a price, ask if you 
can sit in the front seat. Most 
songtaew driver’s work alone, 
so the passenger side in the air-
conditioned cab is left open—it 
costs the same and you just might 
make a new friend. 
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By Taxi

Regular yellow-and-blue taxis also 
work all over Chiang Mai, especially 
in the tourist and shopping districts. 
Many are vans and SUVs designed 
to carry more people. 

Taxis in Chiang Mai are equipped 
with meters, but they are rarely 
used when transporting foreigners. 
Rates are negotiated before the ride 
and are generally pretty fair. Drivers 
consider time not just distance 
covered. The rates are paltry by 
western standards but expensive for 
Thailand. With that said, I’ve never 
paid more than 300 baht (US$8.58) 
for a taxi ride in Chiang Mai, and that 
was an hour drive outside the city. 

If you want to get some place 
without getting sweaty, keep the 
business card of a few good taxi 
drivers in your wallet and have 
one pick you up. I wouldn’t want 
to use them as my main form of 
transportation, but they are a nice 
option when a need arises.

By Bicycle

Chiang Mai has more bicyclists 
than anywhere I’ve been in 
Thailand. Bike shops are found in 
every neighborhood, and you’ll 
see everything from a 50-year-old 
Schwinn classic to state-of-the-art 
touring bikes. A reliable, all-purpose, 
household two-wheeler could be 
had for less than US$50. You can 
even rent bikes for less than US$3 
per day. 

How To Choose Your Wheels

The only problem with Chiang Mai 
transportation is figuring out which 
mode is right for you. 

Chances are you’ll use multiple 
forms, just as most Chiang Mai 
residents do. One thing is for sure, it 
will affect where you choose to live. 

Other than purchasing or renting a 
car, transportation costs should be 
refreshingly low compared to most 
western countries. Getting in, out, 
and around Chiang Mai can be easy 
and wallet friendly.

Getting In And Out Of 
Chiang Mai

By Plane

One of the best features of Chiang 
Mai is its convenient and efficient 
airport. CNX handles nearly 7 
million passengers a year, offering 
more than 130 flights per week, and 
has the capacity to handle 24 flights 
per hour.

Airlines that fly in and out of CNX 
include Thai Airways, Bangkok 
Airways, Nok Air, Air Asia, Singapore 
Airlines, China Eastern, China 
Southern, Silk Air, Air Laos, and 
many more. 

Besides domestic flights to Bangkok 
and Thailand’s network of regional 
airports, international flights depart 
for and arrive from Hong Kong, 
Singapore, Kuala Lumpur, Shanghai, 
Tokyo, Taipei, and other Asian hubs 
daily. Flights originate from all over 
the world. 

Chiang Mai is a strategic location for 
air travelers, getting to a big Asian 
hub is only an hour or two away. 
One-way flights to Bangkok cost as 
little as 1,300 baht (US$37). Hong 
Kong flights are less than US$200… 
Singapore trips are about US$100… 
to Shanghai is about US$200… to 
Tokyo about US$215.

A Travel Hub

The Thai government has just 
approved 12 billion baht (a little 
over 35 million U.S. dollars) to 
expand Chiang Mai’s airport. 
Airport officials project the need to 
handle over 13 million passengers 
by the year 2034, and the 
expanded airport will eventually 
be able to handle 20 million 



passengers per year. More flights to 
more places make Chiang Mai and 
easy place to get to and from.

Investors take note. Most healthy 
housing markets in Southeast Asia 
are infrastructure driven… nearly 
tripling an airport’s capacity could 
be the catalyst for accelerating 
property prices. 

By Bus Or Train 

Thailand has a good motor coach 
transportation network. Buses from 
Chiang Mai to Bangkok leave hourly 
starting at 6:30 a.m. to 10:30 p.m., 
the average cost for a VIP bus is 500 
baht (a little over US$14) and takes 
10 hours.

Six trains leave per day from Chiang 
Mai to Bangkok starting at 6:30 a.m. 
to 9:30 p.m., the trip takes 12 hours 
and costs as little as 300 baht (less 
than US$9). First Class sleepers can 
be had for US$40. 

Finding Digs In Chiang Mai

The biggest expenditure most 
expats and retirees have every 
month is housing. Places to live 
come in all shapes and sizes in 

Chiang Mai. Your search will require 
patience and budget discipline. 
Renting before you consider any 
type of property purchase is the 
best move.

What To Expect When Renting

In the past I have seen statements 
from other writers about livable 
apartments for 6,000 baht (US$172) 
per month. Let me be clear, most of 
those places are not acceptable for 
long-staying visitors or residents. 
In my opinion, backpacker flop-
houses in a seedy part of town with 
no hot water or air conditioning are 
not livable.

For the purpose of this discussion, 
we will only consider spaces that 
offer, at the very least, a modicum 
of creature comforts and security. 
Budget-minded house shoppers 
should start at 10,000 (US$285) baht 
per month. 

Most apartments come furnished, 
and about half the houses for rent 
are furnished, too. Utilities are 
usually paid by tenants separately, 

even extras like Wi-Fi and cable 
TV are sometimes included. Any 
agreements about utilities or 
extras should be included in the 
rental contract. 

Most contracts are for a year, but 
six month leases are also common. 
Upon signing you’ll typically hand 
over the first and last month’s 
rent, plus a security deposit of one 
month. 

If a real estate agent is used to find 
a space, their standard commission 
is one month rent for a 12-month 
contract and is paid by the landlord.

Where To Live

The part of town you live in will 
be heavily influenced by your 
transportation solution. If you 
drive a car, all options are open; 
motorbikes are the other great 
equalizer. 

Because Chiang Mai is a relatively 
compact city, drive times are 
minimal. Small cars, motorbikes, 
scooters, and even bicycles make 
up the majority of personal 
transportation. Folks who 
desire a more suburban or rural 
setting definitely need their own 
transportation.
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The Old City 

Many people new to Chiang Mai 
start out in the Old City before 
moving on to a different part of 
town. This is the historical center of 
the Chiang Mai and a great place to 
live if you like being surrounded by 
temples, monuments, and monks—
making for a great starting point. 

The moat and surrounding park 
are immaculately maintained and 
this is a pleasant neighborhood to 
discover on foot or bicycle. The area 
is awash in restaurants, bars, and 
cafés of all descriptions: Thai-style 
markets and street vendors are also 
found everywhere. 

Residents who live inside the Old 
City, surrounded by the moat in the 
center of Chiang Mai, have the most 
vehicular freedom. A wide variety 
of public transport is available and 

no car or motorbike is required. The 
airport is a US$2 baht bus ride away. 
Every kind of accommodation is 

available in the Old City. House 
rentals located in the winding back 
streets cover a wide range of prices. 
For 10,000 baht you could get a 
two-bedroom bungalow with a 
garden, for 25,000 baht I found a 
three-bedroom villa with a private 
swimming pool. The best way to 
find an individual house for rent is 
to get on a bicycle and ride around 
looking for signs. 

Many serviced apartments are 
located in the Old City. For 15,000 
(US$429) baht you can get a 
spacious one- or two-bedroom flat 
with hot water, air conditioning, 
nice furnishings, and good Wi-
Fi (utilities and basic cable are 
normally included). Serviced 
apartments offer the best deals for 
renting month-to-month without a 
long-term lease.

Try A Guesthouse Out 
Before Committing  

The Old City is also heavily populated 
with guesthouses. Most operate like 
hotels, but many offer deep discounts 
for longer term tenants. If you move to 
Chiang Mai, a great way to discover the 
city is to make a deal with a guesthouse 
for long term (three months or more). If 
you come in the low season, discounts 
could be very good. 

I made a deal with the owner of 
a guesthouse in the Old City for 
a 50-square-meter corner suite 
with a view of the mountains 
and a temple. The layout, design, 
and furnishing were extremely 
comfortable. 
In terms of amenities, it came with 
a big, flat-screen TV, mini-kitchen, 
king-size bed, Wi-Fi, utilities, and 
a maid service came three times a 
week (all included). 

I also got a 20% discount on food 
and drink in the restaurant. The 
only extra I paid for was laundry. My 
rent was 20,000 baht (US$572) per 
month for a three-month contract. 

The guesthouse in the Old City was 
a great base of operations from 
which to discover Chiang Mai. I 
recommend this formula for anyone 
starting out here.

Riverside

The Ping River (sometimes called 
Mae Ping) runs through Chiang Mai 
and offers some of the city’s more 
spectacular views. Most of the taller 
apartments, condo buildings, and 
nice hotels make good use of the 
river view. Residents of Riverside 
neighborhoods enjoy a connection 
to nature and the convenience of 
living near the city. Transportation 
in this area can be solved with 
tuk-tuks, baht buses, bicycles, and 
pedicabs. 



Most of the apartments I found 
appealing in Chiang Mai are located 
in Riverside. Rents for studios and 
one-bedroom apartments in this 
neighborhood start around 12,000 
baht (US$343). 

The Rimping building is very close 
to the banks of the river and offers 
the best view in Chiang Mai. The 
building is old but well-maintained 
and offers large units in a variety 
of floor plans. I found a spacious 
80-square-meter, one-bedroom, 
two-bath unit, stylishly furnished, 
with a bay-window view of the river 
and a wrap-around balcony for 
22,000 baht (US$630) per month. 

While Riverside is more expensive 
than some other parts of town, the 
convenience and the atmosphere is 
worth it to many people—it’s close 
to the city but not in the middle of 
it. Expats from all over the world 
choose this area for living.

And, if you simply must answer your 
craving for an authentic bacon-
cheese-burger or American style 
pizza, The Duke’s is a surefire fix. 

Riverside is also walking distance 
to the Night Bazaar, which is a fun 
attraction. It’s great for people 
watching and home to some funky 
local music joints like Boy’s Blues Bar.

Foodie Heaven

There’s great food in Riverside. A lot 
of the smaller hotels located on the 
river have excellent Thai restaurants 
with great atmosphere, the area 
also has many standalone cafés and 
restaurants. One of my favorites is the 
sprawling River Market Restaurant 
located near the iron bridge, it’s a big, 
open-air affair with a fusion menu 
that goes on for pages. 

Nimenhamen

If hip and trendy is what you crave, 
head to Nimenhamen Road… aka 
Nimen. You could probably drink 
coffee in a different café every day 
and never visit the same place twice. 

Nimen is reminiscent of places I’ve 
seen in Singapore, Hong Kong, and 
Kuala Lumpur... those who know 
Bangkok might compare it to the 
Thonglor neighborhood. Residents 

are a mixture of young professional 
Thai people and well-heeled 
foreigners. Chiang Mai University is 
close by, and many college students 
hang out in the trendy coffee shops, 
restaurants, and cocktail lounges. 
This neighborhood is active day and 
night. Most people who live here 
have their own transportation.

Chiang Mai’s newest and most 
chic condominium buildings are 
located on or near Nimenhamen 
Road. Rents are relatively expensive, 
but modern designs offer smaller 
floorplans to make them more 
affordable. Studios as small as 26 
and 35 square meters are normal. 
One-bedroom units rarely get 
bigger than 50 square meters. 

The rental market in Nimenhamen is 
split between brand-new buildings 
and those several years old. Shop 
carefully and you can find some real 
bargains, for example, US$12,000 
baht (US$342) gets you a nice studio 
here. I found an 84-square-meter 
two-bedroom in the heart of Nimen 
for 18,000 baht (US$515) per month. 
A larger three bedroom was only 
22,000 baht (US$630). 

Apartments for rent in Nimenhamen 
are usually newer and well furnished, 
many have fitness facilities and 
communal swimming pools. The 
current building trends are moving 
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towards more spacious units to 
accommodate the influx of retiring 
foreigners. Explore them yourself 
or find a realtor that is up on the 
newest listings.

Life in Nimen is comfortable, 
convenient and not all that different 
from an upscale neighborhood 
anywhere in North America. A good 
lifestyle if you can afford it.

Outside The City

One of the best features of Chiang 
Mai is how quickly you can be out 
of the city and into the countryside. 
Several further flung suburbs have 
attracted expats who desire an 
easygoing, stay-at-home lifestyle. 
With the natural backdrop of misty 
mountains, it’s easy to just sit in 
your garden or on your balcony and 
soak it in. 

Location dictates that residents 
outside the city in areas like 
Maenam and Doi Saket have their 
own transportation and live in 
townhouses or individual homes. 
A modicum of language skills and 
affinity for real Thai food are also 
helpful. People who choose to 
live on the outskirts of the city are 
generally more seasoned expats 
and adventurous souls. But, please, 
understand… they are far from 
roughing it. (Flick to my interview 
with Mike Hafferty to learn more 
about lifestyles outside the city.)
 
Many rentals ranging from shacks 
to spectacular villas are available 
in outer lying areas. A focused 
shopper can get a lot of house for 
the money. 

I found a sweet, two-bedroom, two-
bathroom, modern-style house that 
was partially furnished in Saraphi 

Chiang, east of the river. The place 
was immaculate and included 
a private carport and balcony 
connected to a 130-square-meter 
living space. For 10,000 baht per 
month (US$285) the bang for the 
buck is great.

Further out near Doi Saket, 
surrounded by national parks, I 
found a brand-new, fully furnished, 
two-bedroom, two-bathroom 
townhouse for 12,000 baht per 
month (US$343). 

Just 22 kms north of Chiang Mai 
I found a fantastic four-bedroom 
family house in a jungle next to 
a mountain for 50,000 baht per 
month (US$1,430). The place is fully 
furnished and only a short bicycle 
ride to Premium International 
School. If your budget allows for 
higher-end rentals, Chiang Mai 
is heaven. Dream homes of all 
description are for sale and rent. 

Owning Versus Renting

Foreigners can own property in 
Thailand. We can own a condo but 
are restricted to owning less than 

50% of an entire building. Condo 
associations and ownership runs 
pretty much the same as in the 
West, otherwise. 

Foreigners cannot own land. Most 
expats who say they “own” a house, but 
they actually formed a Thai company 
to own it. Some buy land and house in 
their Thai spouse’s name.

Property prices in Chiang Mai are 
on the way up in recent years. In my 
16 years in Thailand, I’ve never seen 
property of any kind depreciate. 
New development in Chiang Mai 
has not been as explosive as other 
parts of the country.

The subdued nature of the property 
development here has avoided 
overbuilding like we’ve seen 
elsewhere in Thailand. Couple this 
with the steady rise in the city’s 
popularity and investment in Chiang 
Mai property looks like a fairly sound 
decision. More demand than supply 
usually means rising prices.

Please remember: Rent first… shop 
wisely.

There are many other areas of 
Chiang Mai suitable for expat and 
retirement living. The places I’ve 
spotlighted are some of the more 
popular. I recommend doing some 
research before you come to Chiang 
Mai. Property agents can be helpful 
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but aren’t always necessary—do 
the legwork yourself for best results. 
Chiang Mai isn’t backpacker-
cheap anymore, but with some 
patience you can find good deals by 
shopping around. 

I stand by my advice to rent 
medium-term in a guesthouse until 
you learn more about Chiang Mai. 
Where you live should be dictated 
by the lifestyle you desire and can 
afford. Only you can make that 
match. Be realistic, shop with a 
purpose, then choose a place.

Eating In Chiang Mai

Eating and drinking is another “top-
three expenditure” and enjoying 
them is a favorite pastime in Chiang 
Mai. Restaurants from virtually 
every corner of the world thrive all 
around the city. Markets of every 
description supply farm-fresh fish, 
meat, fruits, and vegetables for 
those who cook at home. Northern 
Thai cuisine is, in my opinion, some 
of the best eats in Asia.

Food and drink are a big part of 
any expat’s budget, and with all 
the choices available in Chiang 
Mai, spending can easily get out 
of control. I recommend keeping a 
food diary for the first few months. 
In this way you’ll have a clear idea of 
your eating habits and how much 
you’re spending.

No matter what your budget might be, 
you’ll never go hungry in Chiang Mai…

Thai Markets

Local Thai markets are usually open-
air establishments either in a static 
location or recurring at a set place 
and time weekly. Most offer a wide 
variety of fruits, vegetables, herbs, 
spices, and anything else related to 
cooking. 

Fish, meat, and poultry are offered 
in some Thai markets. Many expats 
are put off when they see meat 
and fish displayed with minimal 
refrigeration. Nowadays many Thai 
markets employ the use of properly 
refrigerated meat cases. 

Thai markets also offer all kinds 
of prepared foods, roast duck and 
chicken are always available. A 
rotisserie roast chicken costs just 
140 baht (US$4). Spicy salads like 
the favorite som tum (papaya salad) 
can be made to order for 30 baht 
(86 cents). My favorite is the salt-
crusted, herb-stuffed fish turning 
on the barbeque, with salad and 
steamed rice as sides—for two 
people that meal costs just 170 baht 
(US$5).

The big market near the Chiang 
Mai Gate in the Old City is a good 
example. Early in the morning 

restaurant owners and guesthouse 
operators are there stocking 
up with provisions for the day. 
Designated cooks for Thai families 
arrive by motorbike, bicycle, and 
even pedicabs to shop for food. The 
roast chickens at this market are 
particularly good. 

The kanom (Thai desserts) at this 
market are to die for. If you’ve never 
tried Thai desserts, put it on your 
list. They are colorful and packed 
with unexpected flavors. 

Supermarkets

There are many supermarkets 
that cater to foreign tastes. The 
supermarket chain called Rimping 
is one of the finest grocery stores 
I’ve ever shopped in. Freshly 
baked bread… all the western 
brands you might crave… and, 
most importantly, a well-stocked 
wine shop. They are located all 
over Chiang Mai with the deluxe 
version on the ground floor at the 
Promenada Mall. 
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Naturally, shopping at Rimping is 
a lot more expensive than visiting 
your local Thai market—especially 
if you’re buying a lot of imported 
food. But, even if you shop only at 
a foreign-style supermarket, it’s still 
cheaper than back home.

Tesco Lotus and Big C are similar 
to Walmart. These are superstores 
with about 50% of the space 
devoted to food. Superstores 
tend to be cheaper than the more 
boutique Rimping. Tesco Lotus 
and Big C are great for fish, meat, 
poultry, and staples like rice. They 
also have huge prepared food 
sections and great salad bars.

The international chain Makro has 
an outlet in Chiang Mai. Makro’s 
warehouse-style stores specialize 
in bulk supplies of food stuff. 
Many restaurants and hotels use 
Makro extensively, but individuals 
can also benefit from their 
affordable pricing.

Cheaper To Eat Out?

Over the years, I’ve constantly 
heard expats saying, “It’s cheaper 
to eat out.” Many claim that you 
simply cannot cook at home as 
cheaply as eating food someone 
has prepared outside. I had a hard 
time believing that, so last year I 
put this old axiom to the test in 
Chiang Mai.

I went to Rimping and bought all 
the ingredients for tom yam gai, a 

spicy chicken and mushroom soup 
served with rice. Ingredients include 
chicken, onions, carrots, ginger, 
baby eggplants, bell peppers, garlic, 
mushrooms, various herbs and 
spices, rice, and water. 

After cleaning everything, it all 
went into my 400-baht Chinese 
slow cooker. The results were 
spectacular, and, when all was said 
and done, it cost me about 720 
baht or 60 baht per serving (US$21 
and US$1.71).

I went to my local Thai market and 
bought virtually the same items. 
The herbs were fresher and I was 
able to buy fresh chili-paste made 
by a lady right there at the market. 
The total cost was 505 baht and 
worked out to 42 baht per serving 
(US$14.43 and US$1.20). So it was 
approximately 30% cheaper to buy 
ingredients at my local Thai market. 

But the big reveal was when I 
went to the food court at the Big C 
superstore. I found the exact same 
dish, tom yam gai, offered for 40 
baht per serving (US$1.14). (I’d like 
to say my version was better, but 
that’s just my opinion.)

So there it is: Empirical evidence 
that, yes, it can be cheaper to eat 

out in Chiang Mai… and you don’t 
have to sweat in the kitchen or 
figure out what to do with all that 
extra soup.

Street Food 

Food carts are a way of life in 
Thailand. Most are attached to a 
motorcycle and many work from 
the same spot for decades. Expat 
experiences and opinions on street 
food are all over the place. 

My recommendation is to find 
some street food vendors in your 
area that appear to be busy serving 
Thai people. Try a few things and 
go back if it’s good. When you 
live in an open city like Chiang 
Mai, you will most likely develop 
relationships with street vendors 
that serve the things that you like.

Big Thai markets are a great place 
to eat good food at a “street food 
price.” At the Night Bazaar in 
Chiang Mai you’ll see all kinds of 
traditional Thai street food offered. 
Chicken, pork, and beef kababs 
are a delicious 20-baht snack (57 
cents), and a huge pile of pad thai 
(fried flat noodles with vegetables 
and pork or chicken) can be had for 
45 baht (US$1.29). 

One kind of street food most folks 
don’t think about is fruit. All over 
town fruit vendors are conveniently 
located with fresh pineapple, 
mango, watermelon, and even 
stinky durian. Smiling vendors 
slice it up in bite size chunks and 
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hand it to you in a plastic bag with 
a bamboo skewer. For about 60 
cents you get a bagful of fresh and 
healthy fruit to just walk down the 
street eating. It gives a whole new 
meaning to the phrase “fast food.”

Finger Lickin’ Good: 
Thai Fried Chicken 

Thai street vendors make the best 
fried chicken ever. One particular 
version of this dish has origins in 
the deep south near the border 
with Malaysia in the city of Hat Yai. 
You’ll know when you are near a 
Hat Yai chicken vendor when you 
smell onion rings. The chicken is 
dipped in a batter that contains 
tiny chopped onions that cook 
right into the skin. Be careful—this 
chicken is habit forming. 

Food Courts

Shopping centers of any size will 
have large food courts or food 
parks, and they always offer the 
best food value. That goes for 
neighborhood Big C stores and 
upscale Central Festival malls, too. 

The set-up is simple but alien to 
newcomers. Once in the food court, 
find the cashier and give them 

however much money you expect 
to spend; you’ll be handed back 
a card electronically loaded with 
that amount. Normally there are 
dozens of choices for both food and 
drink. When something appeals 
to you, order and hand the card 
to the vendor who will deduct the 
appropriate amount from your card. 
Find a seat in the cafeteria-style 
dining room in the middle of the 
food court and enjoy your meal. 
Upon leaving, return the card to the 
cashier and receive your change.

The food is fresh, prepared right 
in front of you, and prices are 
rock bottom for a huge variety of 
tasty dishes. I know expats that 
eat almost entirely all their meals 
in local food courts. I’ve included 
photos and prices on some of my 
favorites. All of the dishes you see 
pictured on these pages cost less 
than US$1.50 (per dish). 

Thai-Style Restaurants

Local restaurants can be a little 
intimidating if you don’t have 
some language skills, but many 
proprietors in Chiang Mai welcome 
foreigners and speak enough 
English to get you fed. Some even 
cater specifically to foreigners.

Most Thai restaurants are open-air 
or “open-front” in a shop house. 
Menus are typically extensive, and 
everything is available all the time. 
There is no sense of breakfast, 
lunch, or dinner times... fried 
chicken for breakfast is normal. 

Pick a place where you see a lot 
of Thai customers for the most 
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authentic experience. Most Thai 
restaurants have a specialty—find 
out what it is and give it a try. The 
official dish of Chiang Mai is khao 
soi, a yellow curry with crunchy 
noodles and chicken or beef. It’s 
sweet, spicy, and it comes with 
chopped onions and pickles as 
garnish—great for cool mountain 
mornings in Chiang Mai. 

My Advice?

My favorite Thai restaurants are in 
the Old City. Morradoke near the 
Thapae Gate is packed from the 
moment it opens at noon to nearly 
midnight every night. 

Huen Phen on Rachamanka Road 
is probably the most authentic 
Northern Thai food I’ve ever eaten. 

Foreign Restaurants

No need to miss the foods you love 
from back home. Every cuisine 
under the sun is represented 
in Chiang Mai in some form or 
another. Italian, French, German, 
Spanish, Greek… you name it and 
Chiang Mai has it. 

If fast food is your thing, fear not. 
McDonald’s, Burger King, KFC, Pizza 
Hut, Subway… even Dairy Queens 
have made it all the way over here. 

Eating in foreign restaurants is 
considerably more expensive than 
eating Thai food. A respectable 
medium pizza at The Duke’s in 

Riverside will set you back about 
350 baht (US$10). A full rack of 
BBQ pork ribs cost about 445 baht 
(US$13). An imported ribeye steak 
is 1,250 baht (US$35). If you are 
looking for proper double bacon 
cheeseburger it will cost you about 
10 bucks.

Quite a few foreign restaurants 
offer more budget-friendly menus. 

The food scene in Chiang Mai has 
taken a decidedly upscale turn in 
recent years. Many trendy cafés and 
bistros have opened in and near 
the Nimenhamen Road area. Fusion 
and nuevo-cuisine is the order of 
the day—and their high prices 
reflect the trend.

Some of the upmarket hotels like 
the Chedi and Dusit are home 
extraordinary restaurants. 

Part of Chiang Mai’s charm is the 
adventure of finding new places 
to eat, and foodies will certainly 
find a garden of hidden gems.

Vegan And Vegetarian

Chiang Mai is extremely vegan and 
vegetarian friendly. Health food 
and meat-free eateries are found 
all over Chiang Mai, but a cluster of 
them in the Old City has become a 
Mecca for enthusiasts. Places like 
Dada serve all kinds of food, but 
primarily veggie cuisine. 

In the surrounding countryside, 
several spa and resort complexes 
boast vegan and vegetarian cuisine 
that is world-class and locally grown. 

Even mainstream restaurants have 
large portions of their menu set 
aside for non-meat eaters, and 
almost all Thai dishes can be made 
meat-free.

The tiny little hippy shack called 
Juicy 4 U in the Old City serves up 
creative smoothies, lassies (a lassi is 
a popular, traditional, yogurt-based 
drink), and juice concoctions. It’s 
the only place in town I’ve found 
wheatgrass shots available, and 
their homemade peanut butter is 
fabulous.

Alcohol, Beer, And Wine

Chiang Mai may be an affordable 
place to eat, but drinking is another 
story. Prices for alcoholic beverages 
are ruled by import duties and 
taxes. Depending on your poison, it 
can get expensive.

Beer can be an affordable vice if 
you drink locally produced product. 
Singha, Chang, and Leo are the big 
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budget brands and can be had for 
30 baht (86 cents). Foreign brands 
that are licensed to be produced in 
Thailand like Heineken, Tiger, and 
San Miguel Light are available for 
slightly more. More exotic imports 
can be priced as high as US$5 each.

Imported liquor can get really 
pricey. A bottle of Absolut vodka 
is about US$25, Jack Daniels 
whiskey is about the same. Local 
brands of whiskey like Sangsom 
(actually a rum) and Mekong (a 
rice whisky) are cheaper… but not 
recommended.

The saddest part of this story is 
wine... For some reason huge 
import duties are slapped on 
wine, causing outrageous prices. 
An average Australian table wine 
that would cost about US$8 in the 
United States is jacked up to US$25 
in Thailand. If you dream of retiring 
to a place with a large selection 
of affordable wine, take a look at 
Cambodia or Laos… Thailand is 
brutally expensive for wine lovers. 

Insider Tip: 

Many foreign restaurant purveyors 
feel the wine-drinkers pain and 
use promotions for wines-by-the 
glass as a loss leader. One Italian 
restaurant advertises 99 baht (less 
than US$3) glasses of wine all day 
with food. 

Look for “wine dinners” promoting 
a label and restaurants offering 
“wine specials” for good deals. 

Health Care And Safety
In Chiang Mai

I mention health care and safety 
together because they are usually 
among the top concerns would-
be expats and retirees have about 
living in Thailand. 

A few years ago I was considering a 
move back to the United States, but 
one of the main reasons I stayed 
in Thailand is the high-quality and 
affordable health care. 

What’s more, I’ve lived in four 
major cities in Thailand and have 
always felt safe. (…Then again, I’m 
from Florida.)

Health care and safety in Chiang 
Mai are not a concern, they are an 
advantage this city holds over most 
on the planet. Chances are, moving 
to Chiang Mai will be an upgrade 
in health care for most people. It is 
also entirely possible that Chiang 
Mai could be the safest place 
you’ve ever lived.

Health Care In Thailand

The quality and availability of 
health care in major Thai cities is 
superior to my home country (the 
States). Patients are flown from all 
over Asia for life-saving and one-
of-a-kind procedures that could 
only be performed in Bangkok. 

Bumrungrad International 
Hospital hosts a million medical 
tourists per year. Professional 
athletes from the States come to 
Pivavate Hospital for orthopedic 
surgery critical to their careers. 
Even if I lived somewhere else, I’d 
probably come back to Thailand 
for health care. 

Skeptical retirees voice fears 
about the qualifications of 
doctors in Thailand. My urologist 
studied in Germany, Japan and 
the United States. He is on the 
U.S. Board of Urology and is a 
professor at Thailand’s most 
prestigious university teaching 
surgical techniques. My dentist 
was a professor at UCLA teaching 
endodontics. I’ve never had doctors 
as qualified as those encountered 
in Thailand. Go to some Thai 
hospital websites and look at the 
qualifications of their staff before 
you form an opinion.

Stories about how affordable 
health care in Thailand can be are 
true. A routine visit to the dentist 
that includes cleaning and minor 
filling cost me less than US$30. 
My annual head-to-toe physical 
examination, including blood work, 
chest X-rays, EKG, and CT scan is 
around US$500. Most surgery costs 
30% to 40% less than in the West.

Insurance

Many major insurance companies 
offer health-care plans that cover 
expats in Asia. If you are from 
the United States or Canada, 
be prepared—the best rates 
are achieved by choosing to be 
covered anywhere in the world 
excluding the States and Canada. 

BUPA, CIGNA, and Allianz are the 
three big (international) providers 
I’ve seen in Thailand, and all three 
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allow you to get estimated rates 
on their websites. Plans are offered 
with benefits ranging from basic 
catastrophic care to total coverage 
worldwide, even preventive care 
like check-ups and annual wellness 
exams can be covered.

I’ve used both CIGNA and Allianz 
to great effect as a 55-year-old 
male. My coverage is extensive 
and includes preventive care—it’s 
better coverage than I’ve ever 
had Stateside. My annual cost is 
US$2,500, and getting treatment 
paid for has never been an issue. 

Health Care In Chiang Mai

The health care options in Chiang 
Mai are second only to big 
sister Bangkok. Several private 
international hospitals are at your 
service.

Chiang Ram Hospital

Chiang Ram 1 Hospital is a well-
known award-winning facility with 
top staff and services. Chiang Ram 
has received the “Gold Seal Quality 
Approval” and is certified by the 
Joint Commission International 
Accreditation (JCIA). The private 
rooms have been described as 
three-star hotel rooms. Prices 
at this hospital are considered 
expensive for Chiang Mai but 
lower than Bangkok. A well-known 
medical tourism hospital, Chiang 
Ram is probably the first place 
mentioned in any conversation on 
the best hospitals in Chiang Mai.

Sri Pat Medical Center And 
Maharaj Nakorn Hospital

Sri Pat is located on the campus 
of Chiang Mai University. The 
150-bed facility features state-

of-the-art equipment and highly 
trained doctors in a wide variety of 
specialties. 

Maharaj Nakorn Chiang Mai 
Hospital is also located at Chiang 
Mai University and is a training 
center that provides care for a 
large part of Northern Thailand. 
A serious medical facility by any 
standards, this hospital maintains 
1,400 patient beds, 69 intensive 
care unit (ICU) beds, 92 sub-ICU 
beds, and 28 operating rooms. 

This facility provides care 
through several specialty 
centers, including the Northern 
Thailand Heart Center, the Cancer 
Treatment and Research Center, 
the Northern Neuroscience 
Center, the Trauma Center, the 
Respiratory Research Center, and 
the Lung Health Center. 

Lanna Hospital

Known as one of the least 
expensive private hospitals in 
Chiang Mai, Lanna is a boutique-
size hospital with 180 beds and 
24 full-time doctors on staff. Much 
of the staff are English-speaking, 
so this facility caters to foreigners. 
Lanna is also renowned as a 
women’s care facility specializing in 
obstetrics and gynecology. 

Rajavej Hospital

Conveniently located on the Ping 
River opposite the Holiday Inn, 
Rajavej is a moderately priced health 
care alternative that appeals to many 
foreigners. The center serves over 
200,000 patients per year, of which 
30% are foreigners from 70 different 
countries. Specialties are preventive 
care, skin care, general surgery, and 
cancer treatment.

McCormick Hospital

This is a hospital that will make you 
feel like you’re back home. Highly 
skilled English-speaking doctors 
are on staff, and it has a reputation 
as a hospital with Christian ethos.

Bangkok Hospital Chiang Mai

The Bangkok Hospital Network 
is the largest in the country with 
32 branded facilities. This group 
specializes in foreign patients and 
full-service medical treatment, 
they excel at diagnostics. They 
aren’t the cheapest hospital in 
town, but they do offer everything 
under one roof.

Clinics And More

Dozens of other clinics, smaller 
hospitals, and specialty treatment 
centers are scattered around 
Chiang Mai. Those that serve 
foreigners make that fact apparent. 

Government hospitals in Thailand 
are generally for Thai people 
participating in their national 
health plan. Unless there is an 
emergency, I do not recommend 
treatment there.

Pharmacies And OTC Drugs

Pharmacies are found all over 
Chiang Mai but not all dispense 
medicine. Sometimes a pharmacy 
sign is on the door, but a shampoo 
and whitening cream store is what 
inside. Some pharmacies claim to 
dispense brand-name drugs that 
are actually counterfeit. 

Many Thai-owned and run 
pharmacies are legitimate, but 
until you find one you can depend 
on, go with a trusted name: Use 
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international-brand pharmacies 
like Boots or Watsons.
 
The term OTC includes a lot more in 
Thailand than in much of the rest of 
the world. Pharmacies in Thailand 
will sell medication that would 
require a prescription in most 
people’s home country, meaning 
you can buy a lot of the medicine 
you need without the hassle and 
cost of a doctor visit. Dangerous 
narcotics, however, will not be sold 
without a prescription. 

Safety In Chiang Mai

As I mentioned when talking about 
getting around, Thailand gets an 
awful report card when it comes 
to traffic safety. Without a doubt, 
traffic accidents pose the highest 
risk to foreigners’ safety while living 
in Thailand and Chiang Mai—
motorbikes account for a large 
portion of that risk.

Bangkok is a juggernaut of 12 
million inhabitants; the usual safety 
concerns that that level of density 
brings are typical. Phuket and 
Pattaya are tourist centers with big 
party zones and red-light districts 
that bring their own security 
problems. 

Chiang Mai has none of that; I’d 
say it’s the most peaceful and least 
violent of any major metropolitan 
area in Thailand. What late night 
party scene there is in Chiang Mai 
is pretty tame. Bars and clubs are 
told to close at a certain time, and 
they do.  Tourists come to Chiang 
Mai to see the temples and ride 
elephants... there’s just not that 
much trouble to get into.

Even petty crime is uncommon 
in Chiang Mai. Again, if you come 

from a place that is desensitized to 
large amounts of criminal activity, 
Chiang Mai will seem like Mayberry.

The police in Chiang Mai are 
the most professional I’ve seen 
in Thailand—they are polite 
and helpful. While some police 
departments in other cities have 
tarnished reputations for being 
corrupt and opportunistic, Chiang 
Mai police are respectful and 
respected.

My Run-In With The Local Cops 

Two years ago I was in Chiang Mai 
for Loy Kratong, one of the most 
popular yearly celebrations in 
Thailand. 

Loy Kratong is held in November 
and involves the making and 
releasing of kratongs, small 
handmade rafts bearing flowers 
and candles. The kratongs are lit 
and set afloat on the night of the 
full moon. For revelers who don’t 
have access to water, komfis are 
used. A komfis is a paper lantern 
attached to a small can of Sterno 
that, when lit, fills the lantern with 
hot air and carries the whole thing 
skyward. 

In Chiang Mai we are fortunate 
enough to witness this spectacle 
both on the water down at the 
Riverside and in the air with komfis. 
People from all over Thailand come 
to experience Loy Kratong in this 
special place. 

During this particular Loy 
Kratong, I came upon a cute 
little family of tourists in the Old 
City.  A young Frenchman, his 
wife, infant, and toddler were 
trying desperately to join the Loy 
Kratong celebration by lighting 
their komfi but just couldn’t make 
it work. 

A couple of tough-looking 
Chiang Mai policeman were 
patrolling the neighborhood to 
ensure the safety of celebrators 
both foreign and domestic. 
When they saw the young family 
struggling to float their komfi, 
they were eager to help. They 
broke into big smiles as they 
demonstrated the proper way to 
light and lift a paper lantern. The 
toddler squealed with delight as 
the illuminated magic bag took 
off and floated away. 

That’s my one and only experience 
with the Chiang Mai Police.

Shopping In Chiang Mai

From antique shops to mega malls, 
Chiang Mai has everything you 
need to get your shopping fix. 

Malls and shopping centers in 
Chiang Mai serve many purposes. 
Some people go to buy things they 
need… others go to be entertained 
or enjoy a good meal… many 
families make a trip to the mall a 
big event. 

Chiang Mai residents are spoiled 
for choices when it comes to 
shopping. 

From everyday household items 
to snazzy new clothes for a night 
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out—I am confident whatever 
you’re in the market for can 
be found in multiple locations 
throughout Chiang Mai.

Grocery Stores

We’ve already covered food 
shopping in detail… but I’ll 
mention again that Rimping 
supermarkets are found all over 
town, and one of them is sure to 
be near your neighborhood. They 
are a little upscale, but all the 
foreign brands you may require are 
there. Rimping always has a nice 
selection of fresh fish, meats, and 
poultry. Their wine cellars are also 
a big attraction—the best deals in 
Chiang Mai on imported wine can 
be had there. 

About half of every Walmart-like 
superstore is devoted to food. 
Tesco Lotus and Big C are the 
most well-known. Depending on 
which part of town you settle in, 
they also have many of the name-
brand items you may be looking 
for. Superstores are considerably 
cheaper than a Rimping 
supermarket.

Keep in mind most of these stores 
also have a great selection of 
ready-made food available to take 
home—roast chickens, pork ribs, 
even a salad bar. 

Shopping Malls

Something many Westerners are 
often shocked by is the quality 
and size of the shopping malls 
in Thailand, and they are a bit 

more multi-purpose than those 
you may be accustomed to. Most 
have full grocery stores located 
in the ground floor, all have many 
restaurants and cafés, as well as 
budget-friendly food courts, large 
office supply stores, shoe repair 
shops, and even car-wash facilities 
are common features in Thai malls. 
The larger malls have big movie 
theaters, some with 3D, 4D, and 
IMAX screens. 

Chiang Mai has four major 
shopping venues:

Central Airport Plaza

The Central brand of department 
store is ubiquitous in Thailand. 
The Central Airport Plaza was 
the first real mall built in Chiang 
Mai, I would call it a comfortable 
neighborhood mall. It has 
everything one might need from 
food to clothes to electronics. It’s 
easy to navigate and has many 
name brand shops you’ll be familiar 
with. While staying in Chiang Mai 
this is my go-to shopping mall for 
clothes, household items, and even 
the occasional lunch. 

Central Festival

The flagship of the Central brand is 
an impressive and wide-spreading 
mall with five floors of stuff to eat, 
wear, and play with. Many Thai 
families just come to hang out in 
the air-conditioned mega-mall for 

the day. The large children’s play 
park is always busy with squealing 
toddlers. 

There have been days when I have 
taken care of every item on my list 
of things to do at Central Festival. 
Went to the bank, bought some 
new shoes, had my car washed, 
saw a movie, and had a spectacular 
lunch at the Wine Connection Café. 

In my opinion, this is the best place 
to see new movies in Chiang Mai.

The Promenada Resort Mall 

This mall is an impressive structure 
that is built out, not up. Many 
families prefer this mall as it has 
a full kids play area that is great 
for wearing out the little ones. 
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The cinema is also state-of-the-
art, with luxury seating and 3D 
theaters showing movies in both 
Thai and English. My favorite 
feature in this mall is the sparkling 
new Rimping supermarket with all 
the imported food stuffs you can’t 
find anywhere else. 

Maya Lifestyle Shopping Center 

The Maya Lifestyle Shopping 
Center is a classic example of the 
Asian shopping mall concept. 
Located in the heart of trendy 
Nimenhamen, everybody likes 
hanging out at Maya.

This mall is six floors of fashion, 
food, and fun. You’ll find many 
upscale Thai brands like Jaspal, 
Panpuri, and CC-00 here, as well 
as plenty of familiar international 
brands like Oakley, Adidas, 
Samsung, and Guess. The ground 
floor is the place for ladies to 
find fashion bargains in the 
boutique stalls.

Maya’s fourth floor offers a vast 
array of things to eat. From 
international chains to custom 
bakeries… every appetite can 
be sated here. They even have a 
24-hour café. Go up a floor and 
find the entertainment zone with 
digital cinema on multiple screens, 
a karaoke room, and, of course, a 
huge video game arcade. 

And, when you’re done eating, 
drinking, and shopping, it’s nice to 

know you can get a cocktail at Myst 
Rooftop Bar. It’s a great place to 
watch a Chiang Mai sunset. 

Insider Tip: 

All big malls have shops on the 
ground floor or basement level 
that provide packing and shipping 
services. The Mailboxes Etc. chain 
flourishes here, so if you’ve got a 
special gift you want to send back 
to the family, pop downstairs at any 
mall and take care of it.

Other Stuff

Chiang Mai has at least four big 
stores that rival Home Depot for 
home improvement, household 
items, and tools. There are at least 
10 large outlets for electronics 
and appliances like televisions, 
washing machines, etc. Power Buy 
has four outlets, Homepro has 
three and Homeworks also has a 
huge shop. 

The Expat Community In 
Chiang Mai

The depth and quality of the expat 
community in a retirement location 
can be the most important variable 
in the whole equation. An idyllic 
backdrop and affordable housing 
do not a paradise make.

In fact, your little slice of heaven 
can turn into a palm-tree-lined 
prison if you don’t have someone 
to share a beer with. Isolation is the 
dark side of being an expat that 
nobody talks about. 

Fortunately, you won’t have 
that problem in Chiang Mai, 
conservative estimates say 
there are 30,000 foreigners 
living here.

Snowbirds

Of course, not all 30,000 are here 
full-time, some are what I would 
call snowbirds, they come when it 
gets cold wherever they are from 
and stay until springtime. 

Last year I met Richard and Gary, 
a couple of 70-somethings from 
Minnesota. Every year they come to 
Chiang Mai wait out the harsh winter 
back home. “I get my Thailand bag 
near the door when I hear the first 
weather report of snow flurries,” says 
Richard. “There’s just no need to put 
up with 30-below.”

Both of these older gentlemen 
are motorcycle enthusiasts and 
spend time at one of several pubs 
that cater to their hobby. Chiang 
Mai bike week in December is 
the height of their winter season. 
“Some people go to Florida in 
the winter,” said Gary. “I been to 
Florida… it ain’t Thailand.”

Full-Time

But outnumbering the snowbirds 
are the full-time foreign residents 
of Chiang Mai. They come from all 
imaginable walks of life… 

One of the most interesting things 
about being an expat is finding out 
what other expats did before they 
came to Thailand. I know a stone 
mason that became and interior 
designer. I know a ship’s-captain-
turned English teacher. I know a 
celebrity hairdresser that owns a 
bungee jump concession. Diversity 
is what makes an expat community.

Who Finds Their Way Here?

One thing that makes Chiang Mai’s 
foreign contingent so diverse may 
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be the multitude of reasons they 
have for being here. For years, 
dozens of NGOs have used Chiang 
Mai as a base of operations to 
serve the needs of poor and needy 
people in Southeast Asia. Many aid 
workers fall in love with Chiang Mai 
and return to enjoy the laid back 
lifestyle.

A lot of Christian missionaries also 
visited Chiang Mai on their way to 
spread their message as far as the 
hill tribe areas in the north. Several 
Christian churches are active in 
Chiang Mai with schools and 
services and social activities. 

There is a recognizable group of 
retired American servicemen and 
State Department types that were 
bitten by the Chiang Mai bug and 
returned to retire here. The U.S. 
government has a consulate in 
Chiang Mai that also makes this a 
favorite locale for Americans. 

But, it’s worth noting, Americans 
are a fairly severe minority 
amongst all Thailand expatriate 
communities. Foreign residents 
come primarily from Europe, the 
United Kingdom, and Australia. 

Decades of backpackers enjoying 
the charms of Chiang Mai has 
resulted in a couple of generations 
of freedom-loving souls finding 
their way back. Some bring money 
and start businesses like Debbie, 
a single mother of two from the 
United States. She finally got the 
kids out of the house, took her 
inheritance, and started an all-
natural bakery on the outskirts of 
Chiang Mai. Debbie told me she 
“stopped aging” the minute she got 
to Chiang Mai.

I’ve met multi-millionaires in Chiang 
Mai. I’ve met people I’m sure were 
secret agents in a former life. The 
kooky mixed-people-bag is part of 
what makes Chiang Mai special.

Clubs And Organizations

With 30,000 expats in Chiang Mai, 
you can bet there are plenty of 
clubs and organizations a new 
arrival can get into. The Chiang 
Mai Expat Club (CEC) is easily the 
turnkey operation to contact. This 
is a good hub to make connections 
to other organizations.

Something as tame as a ladies lunch 
club or as exciting as a full-on rugby 
team… there’s plenty to get into in 
Chiang Mai… and there’re plenty of 
fellow expats to enjoy it with.

LGBT Friendly

The lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 
transsexual community in Chiang 
Mai is alive and well. Thailand in 

general is an example of sexual 
tolerance to the world. Chiang 
Mai has always been known as a 
friendly port for individuals of all 
orientations.

Working In Chiang Mai

It’s difficult for a foreigner to legally 
work in Thailand. If you have a 
special skill, for example, if you’re 
a doctor or engineer, then you 
might have an easier time finding 
employment. 

Generally speaking, jobs for 
foreigners in Chiang Mai come in 
three categories: English teacher, 
business owner/operator, and 
freelance, self-employed, digital-
nomad types.

Teaching English

The English-teaching gig is pretty 
easy, especially if you have a college 
degree. US$1,000 and four weeks 
of your time gets you a TEFL (Teach 
English as a Foreign Language) 
certificate. Teachers at a basic level 
make about US$1,000 per month. 
I’ve met those who get hired by big 
corporations to train employees for 
considerably more money. It’s good 
work if you enjoy it.

The Education Visa Workaround

For years Thailand offered an 
“education visa.” Visitors who 
attended language schools could 
get visas to stay in Thailand for up 
to one year on this visa, including 
foreigners learning to teach English 
as a second language. 

The allowance was manipulated 
to work around immigration 
laws, but the Thai government 
has cracked down on this 
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practice. New applicants will 
face intense scrutiny. You can no 
longer use the education visa 
to stay in Thailand unless you 
are legitimately enrolled in a 
language school and can prove 
you attend the classes.

Business Owner/Operator

Prepare for a world of 
bureaucracy... For example, for a 
foreigner to get a work permit in 
Thailand, a company must employ 
four Thai workers to every single 
foreigner. So to open a business 
you’ll need at least four Thai 
employees… If you want to hire 
another foreigner (besides yourself, 
that is), you’ll have to hire four 
more Thais. 

If you get caught working without a 
proper permit you could be deported.

I do know people who own and 
operate businesses in Thailand 
successfully. (See the expat interviews 
following this feature.) They all 
operate in a sector approved and 
encouraged by the Thai government 
for foreign development, and they 
all forged strong alliances with Thai 
nationals to help them navigate all 
the red tape.
 
If you come to Thailand with the 
idea of opening a business, please 
do your research. Make sure to 
check the Thailand BOI (Board of 
Investment) for the most up to date 
information.

Freelance Work, The Self-
Employed, And Digital Nomads

Chiang Mai is a cheap place to live 
with great digital infrastructure, so 
it’s a sensible location for anyone 
fortunate enough to be able to make 

money no matter what their location. 
If you aren’t currently working 
remotely, there are a myriad of 
ways to work online… Plenty of 
wordsmiths over here write for 
their supper… Shutterbugs sell 
their photos… people consult 
online for clients back in North 
America… and lots of people teach 
English online—some to students 
in China or beyond. 

Access Anguish

Thailand’s latest government has 
thrown up some pretty stiff firewalls 
on digital Thailand. If you require full 
access to the World Wide Web, you’ll 
net to get a virtual private network 
(VPN). The cost is typically about 
US$7 to US$15 per month.

Visa Options

There is nothing too complicated 
about getting a visa to stay in 
Thailand. When you come from 
your country, most will get a 15- or 
30-day tourist visa at the airport. 
The rules on extensions of this kind 
of visa change often. 

No More Visa Runs

For years people “expatriated” 
to Thailand on tourist visas by 
making “visa runs.” When your 
tourist visa time was up, you just 
jumped in a van and rode across 
the border to Cambodia, Burma, or 
Laos, got stamped out, and then 
back in, and you were good for 
another 30 days. That practice has 
been stopped. 

If you want to get a longer term 
tourist visa, it’s best to apply for a 
60- or 90-day visa from your home 
country through the Thai Embassy 
or Consulate.

Non-immigrant “B” visas (“B” 
for Business) will be issued to 
foreigners with work permits. These 
individuals will be allowed to stay 
for up to one year without renewal 
or reapplication.

Retirement visas are straight-
forward. You must be 50 years 
of age, and you must show an 
adequate income from outside 
Thailand or have 800,000 baht 
in a Thai bank (US$23,000). The 
“adequate income” portion is a little 
bit of a gray area, but unofficially 
it’s about US$1,800 a month. 

The retirement visa is for one 
year only and must be renewed 
every year. You can process the 
paperwork yourself and pay about 
2,500 baht (US$72), or you can avail 
of one of the many legal shops in 
town than can process the whole 
thing for you (they charge between 
10,000 and 15,000 baht; US$285 
and US$430). Plus, retirees with 
these visas must report every 90 
days to immigration to show they 
still live in Thailand.  
 
Tip For Americans

The U.S. Consulate in Chiang Mai is 
one of the offices that prepare and 
validate an income affidavit. You go 
to the consulate with your passport 
and retirement visa paperwork, 
raise your right hand and swear to 
a U.S. Consulate official that you 
make enough money to stay in 
Thailand. It’s nice to have in case 
you don’t have or want US$23K 
languishing in a Thai bank. Chiang 
Mai immigration (located in the 
Promenada Mall) is extremely 
retirement-visa friendly.

Thailand’s government is enforcing 
immigration laws in a more strict 
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fashion than ever before in an 
effort to keep some of the more 
undesirable elements of society 
from seeping into Thailand. 

My advice is to apply for the 
longest visa you can get from 
your country before you come to 
Thailand. 

What About The 
Downsides, You Ask?

Chiang Mai is one of my favorite 
cities on the planet… so it’s easy 
to be enthusiastic. With that said, 
there are a few things prospective 
foreign residents of Chiang Mai 
need to be aware of before taking 
the first steps…

1. The Smoke

Chiang Mai is blessed with pretty 
good weather most of the year. 
November through February are 
perfect. The brunt of the rainy 
season runs between June and 
October and is not as disruptive as 
it can be in other parts of Thailand. 

But from the middle of March to 
early in May, it’s hot as hell and the 
farmers are burning the fields for 
next year’s crop. Smoke from these 
fires gets trapped in the valley and 
the air pollution in Chiang Mai 
becomes similar to that of Beijing. 

Many Chiang Mai residents find 
somewhere else to be during this 
period. For hotel operators and 
shopkeepers it is low season, and 
many leave town. A lot of expats take 
the time when the smoke is heavy 
to spend a month or so at one of 
Thailand’s beautiful beach resorts.

I’ve personally toughed it out one 
year, but if you have respiratory 

issues, Chiang Mai in the spring will 
be a problem.

2. The Traffic

During the past five years, 
Chiang Mai has experienced an 
unprecedented growth spurt. 
Much of the infrastructure is 
inadequate, and several major 
motorways have been planned, 
funded, and built… but it still 
doesn’t address any of the traffic 
problems in areas with narrow 
streets and businesses built right 
up to the curb. 

Yes, Chiang Mai is a quaint little 
city, but at certain hours, in many 
parts of town, it is best to not be in 
a motorized vehicle. Hours when 
school is either starting or letting 
out are particularly congested.

3. The Chiang Mai Shuffle

I wrote at the beginning of this 
report about the history of Chiang 
Mai. The city was the capital of a 
separate and powerful kingdom 
before succumbing to pressure 
from Thailand (Siam). When you 
come to the North from other parts 
of Thailand, you will notice that 
sense of differentness.

Put simply, Northern Thais are very 
proud of their Lanna roots. And 
they are unconcerned how things 
are done in the rest of Thailand, 
especially if it might include doing 
anything quickly. 

Chiang Mai people march to 
a different drum… and that 
drum is beating very slowly. In 
the introduction to this report I 
mention this fact as an underlying 
charm of Chiang Mai: “Nobody 
is in a hurry.” Depending on the 

situation and your attitude, it may 
not always seem so charming.

Workers don’t show up on time, 
places of business open whenever is 
convenient, even professionals miss 
appointments scheduled weeks ahead 
of time. All is forgiven, sabai-sabai.

Chiang Mai can be a frustrating place 
to be if you are a buttoned-down, 
schedule-monger. Be prepared for 
a relaxed attitude about almost 
everything, and, keep in mind, 
you’ll be forgiven for being late and 
forgetting commitments too.

Goodbye From Chiang Mai…

A quick dose of reality to keep in 
mind when considering easy-living 
Chiang Mai…

It’s Cheap, But It’s Not Free

The figures quoted in this report 
are from a boots-on-the-ground 
observation by a 16-year Thailand 
expatriate.

You cannot live a comfortable 
lifestyle consistently in Chiang Mai 
for US$1,000 per month. In my 
opinion, you can live a comfortable 
life for 50,000 baht per month (a 
little over US$1,400). 

Retirees with a US$2,000 monthly 
budget could live a great life in 
Chiang Mai.

It’s a wonderful city and you get a 
lot of lifestyle for your money. But 
it’s not free.

Thailand’s Immigration Policy Is 
No Joke

Immigration is a hot-button 
issue all over the world. The Thai 
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government has made good 
on their promise to crackdown 
on foreigners abusing laws 
and loopholes to circumvent 
immigration controls.

Overstaying your visa or engaging 
in a scheme to obtain a long-
stay visa you don’t qualify for 
will put you on the wrong side of 
Thai immigration officials. That’s 
somewhere you don’t want to be.

If you want to work, you’ll have to 
know the rules and abide by them. 
If you want a retirement visa, the 
process is straightforward, but 
you can’t arrive with no money 
and expect them to let you stay 
indefinitely. 

Language Is Your Friend

Even for the linguistically talented, 
the Thai language is difficult to 
learn. It’s a tonal language with a lot 
of dialects that make it even harder 
to understand than it is to speak. 

Mercifully, many Thai people speak 
English. However, do not expect to 
find perfect English to be spoken or 
understood everywhere you go. 

Learning a few phrases in Thai 
will make your life a whole lot 
better. Learn how to count at 
least to 10; learn how to say left, 
right, and stop so you can direct a 
driver; learn how to say pork, beef, 
chicken, and fish so you can order 
food; learn how to say where is the 
bathroom.

Just those few tidbits will make life 
a lot less stressful.

See you in Chiang Mai! 

              About The Author
Barton Walters is a 55 year 
old American expat who’s 
been living in Thailand 
since 1999. He has resided 
in Bangkok, Phuket, Pattaya, 
and now spends much of 

his time in Chiang Mai. 
Barton has been active in 
the real estate sector, 
renovating and building 
homes in Thailand. As 
a freelance journalist 
he has contributed to 
publications both locally 
and internationally with 
his thoughts and views 

on living in Thailand.

               
Video Resource

To view our September Overseas Living Letter 
video feature “Live and Invest Overseas in 
Chiang Mai, Thailand,” click the link below.

Chiang Mai, Overview
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By Barton Walters

Beverages

Chiang Mai
Shopping List

Local currency is the baht

Go her
e to

 conve
rt in

to U.S. d
ollars

 

at to
day’s

 exc
han

ge ra
te.

400 baht
1 kg

Coffee

45 baht
2 liter

Coke or Pepsi

7 baht
1 liter

Filtered Water

450 baht
1 bottle

Wine

baht 45
1 liter

Beer

70 baht
1 liter

Orange Juice
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Cucumber

White Potatoes
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Orange Juice

Fresh Fruit And Vegetables

30 baht
1 Kg 50 baht

1 Kg

Naval Oranges 30-60 baht
1 Kg

Grapes

35 baht
1 Kg

Cauliflower10 baht
1 each

Cucumber
20 baht

1 Kg

Shallots
60 baht

1 Kg

Apples

30 baht
1 Kg

Eggplant

baht 35
1 Kg

Broccoli

50 baht
1 Kg

Garlic 25 baht
1 Kg

Tomatoes

40 baht
1 Kg

White Potatoes

45 baht
1 Kg

Sweet Red Pepper

20 baht
1 head

Leaf Lettuce

30 baht
1 Kg

Yellow Onions
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Staples And General Groceries

35 baht
1 Kg

Broccoli

35 baht
1 Kg

Local Rice

80 baht
1 liter

Soy
Sauce

45 baht
1 bar

Chocolate
Snickers

35 baht
185 g

Tuna In
Vegetable Oil

30 baht
1 pack

Oreo Cookies

280 baht
500 g

Peanut Butter

190 baht
1 large box

Kellogg’s
Corn Flakes

30 baht
1 liter

Cooking Oil

55 baht
500 g

Spaghetti Noodles

Top Ground Round Local Beef

Milk
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Meat, Fish, And Poultry

Eggs And Dairy

40-80 baht
1 Kg

Fish,
Whole Or Fillets 50 baht

1 Kg

Chicken Quarters

60 baht
1 Kg

Local Brand
Sliced Ham

350 baht
1 Kg

Beef, Strip Loin

30 baht
1 Kg

Bacon
25 baht

1 Kg

Local Brand
Hot Dogs

35 baht
1 Kg

Pork Chops

180 baht
1 Kg

Top Ground Round Local Beef

500 baht
1 Kg

Cheddar Cheese

90 baht
1 Kg

Local Brand
Yogurt40 baht

1 carton

Milk

50 baht
1 dozen

Eggs

150 baht
1 Kg

Fresh, Shelled Shrimp
With Heads*

*Headless shrimp not sold 
in Thailand
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Household Goods And Toiletries

Miscellaneous

27 baht
1 liter

Unleaded Gasoline

50 baht
1 pack

Marlboro Cigarettes

25 baht
.5 liter

Local Brand
Fabric Softener

280 baht
4 pack

Gillette Mach 3 Razor

30 baht
2 rolls

Paper Towels

40 baht
.5 liter

Local Brand
Laundry Soap

100 baht
400 ml

Pantene Shampoo

20 baht
.5 liter

Local Brand
Dish Soap

30 baht
220 g

Colgate Toothpaste
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Local Brand
Dish Soap
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A beer: 30-174 baht

A glass of wine: 100-220 baht

A bottle of wine: 870 baht and up

Average cost of a meal out per 

person in your city (includes two 

drinks: 725 baht

Monthly Budgets

EATING OUT:

Go here to convert into U.S. dollars 
at today’s exchange rate.

Item Cost Notes

2 Rent US$900 Cheapest part of town, most basic kind of rental.

vTransportation (bus, taxi, etc.) US$53

 Gas (cooking/heating) US$7 Propane.

+ Electricity US$200

S Water US$75

% Telephone US$60

3 Garbage Collection -

8 Internet US$51

B Cable TV -

J Entertainment US$863

u Groceries US$650

TOTAL US$2,659

Penny-Pincher´s Budget (for a couple, bare minimum costs)



Item Cost Notes

2 Rent US$1,600

1Property Taxes US$120

vTransportation (bus, taxi, etc.) US$53 Monthly transport card.

 Gas US$7 Propane

+ Electricity US$250

S Water US$75

3 Garbage Collection -

% Telephone US$60 Monthly smartphone on contract with data plan.

8 Internet US$51 Bundled with cable.

B Cable TV - Included with Internet.

Household help US$173 4 hours a week, $10/hour.

J Entertainment US$863

u Groceries US$650

, Gym Membership US$44

´ Medical Appointments US$40

TOTAL   US$3,866

Apartment or House Rental Budget (for a couple)

Item Cost Notes

2 Mortgage  - Not included here as too variable.

 $  HOA Fees US$60

1Property Taxes US$120 Determined by value, first $150K exempt.

vTransportation (bus, taxi, etc.) US$53 Monthly public transport card.

 Gas US$7 Propane

+ Electricity US$350 Widely variable.

S Water US$120 Widely variable.

3 Garbage Collection US$15

% Telephone US$60 Monthly smartphone on contract with data plan.

8 Internet US$51 Bundled with cable.

B Cable TV - Included with Internet.

Household help US$173 4 hours a week, $10/hour.

J Entertainment US$863

u Groceries US$650

, Gym Membership US$44

´ Medical Appointments US$40

TOTAL   US$2,606

Apartment or House Ownership Budget (for a couple)
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Item Cost Notes

2 Mortgage  - Not included here as too variable.

 $  HOA Fees US$60

1Property Taxes US$120 Determined by value, first $150K exempt.

vTransportation (bus, taxi, etc.) US$53 Monthly public transport card.

 Gas US$7 Propane

+ Electricity US$350 Widely variable.

S Water US$120 Widely variable.

3 Garbage Collection US$15

% Telephone US$60 Monthly smartphone on contract with data plan.

8 Internet US$51 Bundled with cable.

B Cable TV - Included with Internet.

Household help US$173 4 hours a week, $10/hour.

J Entertainment US$863

u Groceries US$650

, Gym Membership US$44

´ Medical Appointments US$40

TOTAL   US$2,606

In Case Of 
Emergency: 

Police, Firefighters, Medical: 
dial 911, 

http://www2.pr.gov/prgoven/pages/emergencyline.aspx

Banking:

Banco Popular: 
https://www.bancopopular.com/

 
FirstBank:

http://www.1firstbank.com/

Citibank: 
http://www.latam.citibank.com/puertorico/laprco/

spanish/index.htm

Government:

Department of the Treasury: 
http://www.hacienda.gobierno.pr/

Government Directory: 
http://www2.pr.gov/Pages/default.aspx

Health:

Hospitals in Puerto Rico: 
http://www.ushospitalfinder.com/hospitals-in/Puerto-Rico

Triple-S Salud: 
http://www.ssspr.com/SSSPortal

Cigna Global: 
http://www.cignaglobalhealth.com/

PlanFinder: 
https://finder.healthcare.gov/

Humana: 
https://www.humana.pr/

Language Schools:

GoSpanish: 
http://gospanishpr.com/

ISLA: 
http://www.islalanguage.com/

InLingua: 
http://inlinguapr.com/

Legal:

Omnia Economic Solutions: 
http://www.omniaeconomics.com/

Torres CPA Group: 
http://torrescpabusinesscenter.com/

Real Estate:

Point2Homes: 
http://www.point2homes.com/

Zillow: 
http://www.zillow.com/san-juan-pr/

Clasificadosonline: 
http://www.clasificadosonline.com/

Pets:

Veterinary Clinics in San Juan: 
http://pr.wowcity.comsanjuan/?what=Veterinary+Care

Tourism and Travel:

Puerto Rico Tourism Company: 
http://www.seepuertorico.com/

San Juan Taxis: 
http://sanjuantaxis.com/

Utilities:

Puerto Rico Electric Power 
Authority: 

http://www.prepa.com/

Water Company: 
http://acueductospr.com/

Rolodex
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Property Hunting In Chiang Mai: 
Condo Spaces To Lakeside Places 

by Matthew Pond

While property ownership in Thailand can present some hurdles to the potential foreign buyer, it is possible for 
foreigners to own construction in this, the Land of Smiles. After a quick word on the legalities and workarounds for 
foreigner property purchase, enjoy a sampling of real estate from around Chiang Mai…

Property Ownership In Thailand, You Need To Know This 

When buying property in Thailand as a foreigner, it is important to be aware of the following points:

• Foreigners are barred from having their name on the title to land...
• Investors are prohibited from purchasing more than 49% of the units in a condominium building…
•  Financing is almost non-existent. Recently more developers and some private owners offer some financing 

options, but they require a big down payment and are of short duration…
•  Condos can be purchased in Thailand, and the buyer’s name can be on the legal title deed. It is important to ask 

if the title is for foreign quota or not… 
• Properties approved for foreign ownership are generally priced 15% higher than those that are not…

Form A Thai Company To Purchase Property

If a condo is not for foreign ownership, the buyer can form a Thai company that he/she controls to purchase the 
property. Here’s how it works:

•  It is set up with nominee Thai shareholders, but you own a majority of shares and proxies for all the nominee votes… 
•  Cost to set up the company and all the paperwork is around 50,000 Thai baht (US$1,433, as of publication). You 

will have to pay around 15,000 baht (US$429) per year to file your corporate taxes and maintain your company…
•  The company, with you as director, buys the condo and holds the title deed… 
•  At this point you can sell it, rent it, or live in it…
•  If you decide to sell, you can transfer the company with the condo as the sole asset directly to another foreigner 

as a straightforward option. This may come with certain property tax benefits at the time of sale…

Condo in Suthep District in Chiang Mai, right on the new, trendy 
Super Highway Road. This unit comes fully furnished, complete with 
air conditioning, and each residence in the building has beautifully 
appointed Western-style kitchens complete with modern 
appliances. Both the living and dining areas feature balconies 
overlooking the surrounding pools and gardens. The new high-rise 
building offers a 50 square meter community pool, a large garden, 
gym, and club house, and, of course, is secured with 24-hour guards, 
video surveillance, and access is limited by key cards throughout the 
building. Foreigner-held freehold title available. 

2 bed, 2 bath                  US$179,000                 60 square meters

1
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Condo in luxury high rise located in downtown Chiang Mai 
comes already equipped with fans, air conditioning, cable, 
and Wi-Fi. Each unit outfitted with a Western-style kitchen, 
plus terraces, laundry room, and built-in closets. This high-end 
building offers two infinity pools, a children’s pool, spa, sauna, 
steam room, gym, and indoor leisure area on site. Building has 
42-hour security, video surveillance, and secure parking. Plus, 
the location is only 10 minutes from the international airport, 
the Central Festival Mall, 5 minutes to the Night Bazaar, and 
10 minutes or less to several other local attractions and hubs. 
Foreigner-held freehold title available.
1bed, 1bath
US$66,298
52 square meters

2

Condo in Baan Suan, Greenery Hill Area of Chiang Mai. Unit 
boasts two stories, with pool, furnished rooms, and separate 
kitchen. Private parking is available in the building, which has 
24-hour security and video surveillance. 
US$199,155
180 square meters

3

This two-story single home comes partly furnished, and offers 
living and dining areas, plus a storage room, terrace, Thai-
style kitchen, a small garden and car park. In a well-known 
gated community just 15 kms from the airport and the Airport 
Plaza Mall, and very close to Rimping, Tesco, Makro, and Big 
C supermarkets. The gated community offers residents a 
swimming pool, gym, and café in the clubhouse, and is entirely 
secured 24 hours a day. 
3 bed, 3 bath
US$86,156
Construction: 220 square meters
Land: 372 square meters

4
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In Mae Rim District, Chiang Mai, this 2-year-old property sits 
on 1.5 hectares of land. With two large living rooms, kitchen 
area, utility rooms, abundant bed and bathrooms, this is a 
great property for a big family… or anyone who enjoys their 
space. The house is equipped with fans, air conditioners, but is 
otherwise unfurnished. The design layout allows for maximum 
use of natural light, and high-quality materials were used 
throughout. With two driveways entrances, parking for six cars, a 
guardhouse, plus a large amount of landscaped land and a small 
lake on the property, the outside has as much to covet as the 
inside. Located near a school, making it ideal for a young family, 
and also only 5 kms from Mae Rim. Freehold title available. 
1 bed, 1 bath
US$80,484
38 square meters

5

Eighth-floor condo in Suthep District. Floors and other interior 
elements were recently converted to high-quality hardwood 
(teak) and comes fully furnished, along with Wi-Fi. Building 
offers underground parking, gym, and pool on site and is walk-
ing distance to shops, restaurants, amenities, and just a short 
drive to the airport. Foreigner-held freehold title available.
1 bed, 1 bath
US$132,223
45 square meters

6

This two-story single home comes partly furnished, and offers 
living and dining areas, plus a storage room, terrace, Thai-
style kitchen, a small garden and car park. In a well-known 
gated community just 15 kms from the airport and the Airport 
Plaza Mall, and very close to Rimping, Tesco, Makro, and Big 
C supermarkets. The gated community offers residents a 
swimming pool, gym, and café in the clubhouse, and is entirely 
secured 24 hours a day. 
4 bed, 3 bath
US$373,674
Construction: 220 square meters
Land: 372 square meters

7
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Making The Move From IT to R&R 
In Chiang Mai

expat interview
by Barton Walters

Barton Walters: Good morning, 
Mike, tell us why you chose to retire 
in Chiang Mai.

Mike Hafferty: When I decided to 
retire, I had already been living in 
Singapore for a several years. I am 
very comfortable all over Southeast 
Asia. Some friends invited me to 
visit Chiang Mai, and I immediately 
took to the relaxed atmosphere. All 
my previous experiences in Thailand 
were in Bangkok or resort towns. 

I also noticed that most of my 
fellow foreigners were retirees. I 
figured there were probably a lot 
of activities for guys like me, and 
I was right. I go to wine tastings 
and charity events. There is always 
an opportunity to mix and mingle 
with people in my generation from 
all over the world.

Barton: What has been the 
biggest adjustment since moving 
to Chiang Mai?

Mike: The biggest adjustment 
without a doubt has been the 
language. I’ve spent most of my 
life in the United States, England, 
and Singapore. All of those places 
conveniently speak my native 
language. The people of Chiang 
Mai do not speak English as well 
as you might find in Bangkok or in 
main holiday resorts. This has been 
a struggle for me.

Barton: What has surprised you 
about Chiang Mai?

Mike: My favorite surprise is how 
incredibly easy it is to enjoy a 
comfortable lifestyle here. We’ve 
got four big shopping malls, some 
excellent private hospitals, and any 
number of things that just make 
every day living here easy.

Barton: What have you been busy 
with during your first three years of 
retirement?

Mike: As my friends and family 
predicted, I found a project right 
away. I discovered this huge house 
outside of town that needed 
some TLC. It was meticulously 
engineered by a German guy and 
built on a rice paddy facing the 
mountains. I could not imagine a 
more serene view to wake up to 
every morning. 

So my last few years have been 
spent renovating and expanding 
my small, rice- farm estate. I 
call it “Of Rice and Zen” resort. 
It has been a labor of love. It 
is especially rewarding when 
friends come over to drink, dine, 
and chill out on the veranda. 

Hey, here’s another surprise… I 
never used the phrase “chill out” 
until I came to Chiang Mai.

Barton: If anything, what would you 
warn people about Chiang Mai?

Mike: March and April are hellish—
hot and marred by farmers burning 
on the mountainside. It is unbearable 
at times. But never mind… that’s 
what airports are for.  

Mike Hafferty is doing the expat-retiree thing like we all wish we could... He retired three years ago after he 
sold his successful IT business and moved to Doi Saket, just outside Chiang Mai. I was fortunate to be invited to 
a Sunday barbeque with Mike and some other friends, and he was kind enough to grant me a mini-interview.
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Lester And The Seven Suns: 
One Man’s Business Venture In Thailand

expat interview
by Barton Walters

Barton Walters: Good morning, 
Lester. We’re here to talk about 
life in Chiang Mai. What one word 
comes to mind when I say those 
words… Chiang Mai?

Lester Smith: Well, if I only get one 
word it would be slow. I never knew 
what that phrase “time stood still” 
meant until I came to Chiang Mai. 

Barton: What do you mean? Is 
nothing happening in Chiang Mai?

Lester: Oh, there are things 
happening. People are playing golf. 
People are swimming in waterfalls. 
Me? I’m hanging out on my front 
porch reading a book and playing 
with my daughter. I don’t mean 
slow like it’s a bad thing. I mean 
slow like nobody expects me to 
jump up and do anything... It’s a 
good slow.

Barton: What attracted you to 
Chiang Mai?

Lester: I’d been living in some 
pretty tourist-infested places for 
a long time. I was ready to stop 
feeling like a tourist. The cooler 
weather was also an attraction. 
Chiang Mai seemed like a kinder 
and gentler place to live. I also 
had the itch to start a new hotel 
project and there were some great 
opportunities in Chiang Mai.

Barton: Tell me about Seven Suns 
Residence and how it came about.

Lester: I found this old backpacker 
hotel for sale in the Old City. It was 
pretty beat up, but it was in the right 
location and had potential. I bought 
it for less than US$175,000 and knew 
I’d need to put a lot of work in. It took 
a year to gut and totally renovate the 
place. The crew I hired was slow like I 
expected, but in the end I got exactly 
what I wanted. Seven Suns has seven 
of the most comfortable guest suites 
in Chiang Mai.

Barton: Do you recommend 
people run a business in Thailand?
Lester: Well, in my opinion, you’ve 
got to do something. I’m 70 years 

old and can’t imagine actually 
retiring in the traditional sense. 
Running a business in Thailand 
can be a challenge, for sure. I think 
the key is the scale of the business. 
Don’t take on something you 
can’t run yourself. A seven-room 
guesthouse with five permanent 
staff is a perfect size for me. I live a 
good life and sleep well at night.

Barton: What do you think makes 
Chiang Mai special?

Lester: It’s the people. First of all, 
the people of Chiang Mai act as 
if they are a separate entity from 
Thailand. There is a refreshing 
independence about them. And the 
foreigners who live here are a very 
eclectic bunch… a lot of artists… 
a lot of teachers… more and more 
retirees from all over the place. It 
reminds me a bit of where I grew up 
in the San Francisco Bay area. Nutty 
people and a beautiful city make for 
an interesting life, I suppose.

Barton: If someone were coming 
here for the first time, what advice 
would you give them?

Lester: Wear a watch. Time 
escapes you here. You have no 
idea how many guests I’ve helped 
re-book their airline tickets 
because they came for a week and 
stayed three months.   

Lester Smith has been in Thailand for 24 years nonstop. I met him when he operated a successful hotel 
in Phuket. Lester sold his hotel and moved around for a while before settling again in Chiang Mai, a little 
over five years ago. I had a chance to interview him at his latest entrepreneurial adventure, the Seven Suns 
Residence, a hip little guest house located in the Old City of Chiang Mai. 
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Hospitality In Vietnam:
Building A Business Helping Foreigners 
(And Locals) To Cater To Other Foreigners

earning anywhere
by Rick Ellis

Even hunched over his laptop perched 
on a stool, Erik Foss is an imposing 
figure… when he stands revealing 
his full 6’7” height he’s even more 
impressive. It’s not his swagger that 
has earned him success in Vietnam, 
however, it’s the value he places 
on teamwork and his eagerness 
to become a true part of the local 
community that has afforded him 
the success he has achieved in his 
business ventures overseas. 

Erik explains right away that arrogance 
and wads of cash are not going to 
help much in establishing a business 
overseas. “In the years I’ve been here 
in Da Nang, I’ve seen a number of 
foreigners come and go who all had 
the wrong attitude to succeed here,” 
he explains. 

“We as foreigners have to clearly 
demonstrate our willingness to share 
our skills and experience, to train and 
work with the locals. I’m a stickler for 
an efficient and diplomatic hospitality 
experience for my customers.” Erik 
communicates his ideas clearly and 
gets straight to the point, but in 
such a gentle manner that it’s clear 
he’s become a pro at how to tackle 
consumer-client and employee-
employer relations in his new home.

As soon as he starts to explain his 
hospitality background and the business 
he has started here in Da Nang, Vietnam, 
it’s easy to see he’s in the right field…

Erik had been living in Japan for over 
20 years after leaving his hometown, 
Chino, California, first spending 9 years 
in the military. He then leveraged his 
Japanese language skills (acquired as an 
air traffic controller) to kick off a 14-year 
career in hospitality in Japan, starting as 
a bellboy and working his way up to a 
middle-management position at a large 
international property in Tokyo. 

Wanderlust took over, and Erik was lured 
to a management position in a large 
international resort here at China Beach 
in Da Nang. “It was the beach, the relaxed 
atmosphere, and the healthy environment 
that sealed the deal,” notes Erik. “Da Nang 
offers all the solid infrastructure you could 
want, including an excellent road network, 
manicured, spotless beaches, even city-
wide free WiFi!”

After a couple of years in Da Nang, 
Erik saw the need to provide turnkey 
hospitality solutions to the large number 
of foreign investors interested in Da 
Nang, but who are unfamiliar with the 
local market, operations, staffing, and 
training. “Just about a year ago I started 
the groundwork for my company, 
Service Solutions VN, with a mission 
to provide top-quality design, project 
management, training, implementation, 
and world-class service to local 
restaurant/bar and hotel projects.”
 
“I kicked off the process formally by 
becoming a limited liability company 
(LLC) here in Vietnam. All I needed was 

initial capital of US$15,000, which was 
used to create a loan from my personal 
funds to company funds, which in 
turn allowed me to repatriate that 
money overseas should I ever desire,” 
details Erik. “That working capital had 
to originate from an overseas bank 
account in my name and be sent to my 
own business account in Vietnam, and 
include the reference of the above loan.”

Erik goes on to explain “Next I started 
the process of getting Vietnamese 
government approval for my 
investment, which allowed me to get a 
business certificate. Armed with those 
two documents, I could then open an 
office, be eligible to collect and pay 
VAT, and apply for a residency permit 
and visa.” 

Erik also pointed out that he had to 
engage a local director with a strong 
financial background to manage all 
local VAT collections and payments, 
as well as local language compliance 
reporting. “In my case, it’s a trusted 
friend I’ve known for years, so no money 
has changed hands, but we’ll work it out 
later” explains Erik. “I rented office space 
for a few hundred dollars a year at a 
local business center—all I needed was 
a physical address and access to a desk 
and Internet from time to time.”

“I met two overseas investors here 
looking locally for a project, one from 
the U.K. and the other from Germany, 
and we found a 12-room guesthouse 
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with bar and restaurant right on My Khe 
(China Beach) that fit their vision exactly,” 
Erik goes on. “The investors have each 
put up roughly US$100,000 to secure a 
10-year lease on the property, including all 
furniture and fixtures. The plan is to open a 
24-hour restaurant and bar together with 
the guest rooms and call it The Village. In 
exchange for my efforts in the renovation 
and training phase, plus a six-month, full-
time ramp-up effort, the investors offered 
me 20% equity. We project The Village to 
be ready by end of this year, with a soft 
opening June 1,” says Erik. 

“I already have several other projects 
in the hopper, including a backpacker 
hotel at My Son, a nearby World Heritage 
Site, that I will start right after The Village 
gets running smoothly. I have secured 
Japanese investors, and it will be a terrific 
property—including relaxing hot springs 
on site,” he gushes, excitedly.

Erik goes on, “I’ve learned so much in my 
four years in Da Nang… The local people 
are so enthusiastic and full of energy but 
need help understanding how to serve 
Western customers. Somewhere parallel to 
the ramp-up of The Village and the My Son 
backpacker project, I will start up a staffing 
arm that includes customer service 
training. It’s easy to train people who have 
the right attitude and energy, and there is 
no shortage of those here.” 

Erik’s enthusiasm is infectious, it’s clear 
to see there’s a lot more on the horizon 
than the sun rising over his beloved 
China Beach.

About The Author 
Rick Ellis is a career 
expatriate, semi-retired 
from a Senior Program 

Management position with 
a major airline. Prior to 
that, Rick spent over 25 
years in software. Born 
and raised in Canada, he 
has also lived and worked 
in Switzerland, the U.K., 
Thailand, and United States 
and has traveled to over 50 
countries worldwide. Rick 
now roams around between 
Vietnam, Malaysia, the 
Philippines, and Indonesia, 
and he will continue 
to add new destinations 
while choosing his own 
location for retirement. 
His passions include 
travel, languages, and 
culture. Want to chat with 
Rick? He can be reached at 
rickfellis@gmail.com
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NEWS
U.S. Exodus 
Continues To Grow 

Americans abroad are renouncing their citizenship 
in ever-increasing numbers, with 1,158 people 
renouncing in the first quarter of 2016, and 504 
renunciations in the second quarter (up from 461 
the same period a year ago), putting the trend on 
track for another record year.

The reason most often give for making this 
decision is the growing burden of tax compliance 
on U.S. citizens living abroad.

The United States is one of only two countries 
globally that requires its citizens to file and pay 
taxes on income earned anywhere in the world 
(the other is Eritrea in Eastern Africa), and the 
increasing burden on both U.S. taxpayers and 
foreign banks, between FATCA and FBAR, has 
increasingly fueled the exodus. Over 16,600 
Americans have renounced their citizenship since 
2010, when FATCA was signed into law.

In an apparent attempt to stem this flow, the 
U.S. government has made it more difficult (and 
expensive) to give up one’s passport, raising 
the exit fee from US$450 to US$2,350, an 
increase of 422%. Additional requirements for 
exiting Americans include the need to prove tax 
compliance for five years and possibly an exit tax, 
depending on your assets and status.

The exit tax applies to people with an average 
annual net income tax of more than US$160,000 
(as of 2015) for the five years prior to the date of 
expatriation, if your net worth is US$2 million or 

more on the date of your expatriation, or if you fail 
to certify to the IRS that you have complied with all 
U.S. federal tax obligations for the five years prior 
to exiting.
 
The exit tax is computed on the net unrealized 
gain from the person’s property (such as a house) 
at its fair market value on the day before the 
expatriation date. 

Border Restriction 
Sparks Tourism Blues 
For Chiang Mai

Since June 27, 2016, restrictions on tourists 
driving into Thailand from Laos have been in 
place as a way to cut down on traffic accidents 
and waste management issues in the area. Daily 
inbound traffic has dwindled from the previous 
average of 600 to 10. This represents a 98% drop 
in tourists traveling to Thailand by this route.

Before the rule change, drivers, often coming 
from southern China, would use this border 
crossing as a way to enter Thailand and visit 
destinations like Chiang Mai province or Bangkok. 
Tourist are still permitted to drive into the 
country the only catch is they are prohibited 
from driving outside of the province they entered 
from. In other words, the traffic enters from Laos 
at Chiang Mai’s northern neighbor, Chiang Rai. 
Anyone hoping to get beyond that province is 
stopped in their tracks.

The tourism hub of Chiang Mai has begun to feel 
the decrease in tourism in its economy. Estimates 
put the loss of revenue at around US$28,000 
a day since the rule change. Authorities there 

have warned that unless the ban is reconsidered, 
3,000 to 5,000 people employed by the tourism 
industry would eventually be out of work. 

Chiang Mai tourism authorities are looking into 
the problem created as a result of the ban and are 
promising a solution. A measure being brought 
to the table is to allow drivers that have received 
special permits to enter, but tourists hoping to 
secure these permits will need to request them at 
least 30 days in advance. 

Finally U.S. Flights 
To Cuba Resume

The first scheduled flight from the United 
States to Cuba in over 50 years left Fort 
Lauderdale, Florida, at 9:45 a.m. Wednesday, 
Aug. 31. The flight was the first scheduled 
passenger jet service in history between the 
two countries. The JetBlue service is seen 
as an important step toward normalizing 
relations with the former Cold War enemy 
and promises to ease travel and commerce 
restrictions in the future.

One passenger, Erik Díaz Oliva, described his 
reaction to flying to his home country after eight 
years away.

“I got here at 5 a.m. and was the first to check in; 
everyone started to cheer!” Mr. Díaz said. “To the 
people who say these flights don’t help: Yes, it 
does help. It opens Cuba to the world.”

The renewal of airline services was only the latest 
in a series of moves on both sides since President 
Obama’s 2014 decision to restore diplomatic 
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relations with Cuba. Embassies have reopened 
and direct mail service has been restored, despite 
the U.S. embargo still being in place.

U.S. Transportation Secretary Anthony 
Foxx was among the inaugural flight’s 150 
passengers, along with some two dozen 
journalists and various dignitaries. Said 
the secretary, “Today opens the door to 
further exchange between the American 
people and the Cuban people. We think 
that’s ultimately good for the expansion of 
freedom and democracy.”

The DOT has confirmed the agreement to allow 
up to 90 daily round-trip flights, with 6 airlines 
having been approved for 9 Cuban destinations 
outside Havana. 

Foxx stated that many more airlines than could 
be accommodated had applied for the Havana 
run. The approved carriers include Alaska 
Airlines, American, Delta, Frontier, JetBlue, 
Southwest, Spirit, and United Airlines. The 
flights will originate from Atlanta, Georgia; 
Charlotte, North Carolina; Houston; Los Angeles; 
Miami; Newark; New York; Fort Lauderdale, 
Orlando, and Tampa, Florida.

The DOT Secretary also acknowledged Cuba’s 
need to improve airport infrastructure 
in order to handle the major increase in 
passenger traffic. 

Tourism Network 
Bust

Over 381 tour bus companies in Thailand 
were ordered to shut down operations and 
bank accounts—and also had their assets 
frozen—on Sept. 9. The so-called “zero-dollar” 
companies were accused of offering low-priced 
tour packages that hinged on taking tourists to 
prearranged destinations to aggressively sell 
them marked-up goods

Tourism authorities moved to shut down this 
network because of potential adverse effects on 
Thai tourism.

New Bank Fee 

Banco República de Uruguay informed 
its customers that as of Aug. 27, 2016, a 
handling fee applies to certain transactions. 
Cash deposits and withdrawals exceeding 
US$10,000, 10,000 euros, or 350,000 
Uruguayan pesos are subject to a fee that 
works out to be two-thousandths of the 
total transaction. That means if a deposit of 
US$20,000 is made in cash, the bank will debit 
a US$40 handling from the account receiving 
the funds. 

Checks being cashed that go over the same 
limit for the three currencies will also have this 
commission applied. The bank also specified 
that this is per transaction and will be debited 
automatically from bank accounts at the time of 
processing.

Wire transfers do not appear subject to this 
latest rule.

Live Where Napoleon 
Died 

Saint Helena is probably the southern Atlantic 
Ocean’s best kept secret. Known to some as 
Napoleon Bonaparte’s final resting place (he 
was exiled there until his death in 1821), this 
island has only been inhabited for around 500 
years. Despite its location off the beaten path, 
the islanders trace their ancestry to a mix of 
European, African, and Chinese settlers. The U.K. 
claims the island as an overseas territory, and 
English is the official language.            

Up until April of 2016, the island was only 
accessible by boat, so very few outsiders have 
ever set foot on St. Helena. This makes this island 
one of the most isolated places on Earth. Things 
have changed, somewhat, now that an airport 
has been built and commercial flights have 
begun to land there. Tourism is now opening up 
this quiet place to the modern world.  

Tourists are being encouraged to come 
experience what the island has to offer. 

Napoleon’s home is now an attraction, 
and the island’s waters boast the largest 
population of whale sharks in the world. 
Three hotels and numerous guest houses 
are being promoted by the tourism board on 
St. Helena. It looks like now is St. Helena’s 
chance to bring in new people for a stay… 
but not in exile.

Building The Wall 
Together 

Thai and Malaysian officials engaged in friendly 
talks on Sept. 9, 2016, to see about increasing 
security against violent extremism, human 
trafficking, and improving transit along their 
shared border.

At a press conference in Bangkok, Thailand, 
Malaysian Prime minister, Najib Razak, summed 
things up by saying “These are very important 
matters for us to work on closely together 
because some of the perpetrators move between 
our two countries.” Plans for action are still in 
their early stages, but both nations have agreed 
to share security information and look into 
erecting a fence or even a wall to achieve their 
mutual goal. 

Referring to Thailand’s Southern border, Razak 
also said “It is very important for us to work on 
confidence building measures in the South,” in 
an effort to ease tension created by Malaysian 
insurgents crossing over into Thailand.    

Though the two countries shared concerns 
about extremist groups and organized-crime 
rings exploiting the porous border, the talks 
also focused on taking positive measures to 
increase movement between Thailand and 
Malaysia. 

At the meeting Thailand and Malaysia also 
explored the possibility of creating a high-speed 
rail service that would link Bangkok with Kuala 
Lumpur. Two bridges connecting Thailand’s 
Narathiwat province with Kelantan State, on 
Malaysia’s north-east border, are scheduled to be 
completed next year.
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Building The Wall 
Together 

Thai and Malaysian offici Thai and Malaysian 
officials engaged in friendly talks on Sept. 9, 
2016, to see about increasing security against 
violent extremism, human trafficking, and 
improving transit along their shared border.

At a press conference in Bangkok, Thailand, 
Malaysian Prime minister, Najib Razak, summed 
things up by saying “These are very important 
matters for us to work on closely together 
because some of the perpetrators move between 
our two countries.” Plans for action are still in 
their early stages, but both nations have agreed 
to share security information and look into 
erecting a fence or even a wall to achieve their 
mutual goal. 

Referring to Thailand’s Southern border, Razak 
also said “It is very important for us to work on 
confidence building measures in the South,” in 
an effort to ease tension created by Malaysian 
insurgents crossing over into Thailand.    

Though the two countries shared concerns 
about extremist groups and organized-crime 
rings exploiting the porous border, the talks also 
focused on taking positive measures to increase 
movement between Thailand and Malaysia. 

At the meeting Thailand and Malaysia also 
explored the possibility of creating a high-speed 
rail service that would link Bangkok with Kuala 
Lumpur. Two bridges connecting Thailand’s 
Narathiwat province with Kelantan State, on 
Malaysia’s north-east border, are scheduled to be 
completed next year.

Nicaragua Spends 
US$58 Million On 
Road Improvement

In August the National Assembly approved a 
loan of US$58 million for the renovation of a 58 
km stretch of the highway from Muy Muy to Rio 
Blanco, a vital piece of the highway connecting 
the Caribbean coast at Puerto Cabezas to 
Managua and the Pacific.

The loan issued by the Central American Bank for 
Economic Integration was approved with 87 votes.

The improvement of the 58.5 kilometer span 
will benefit more than 98,000 residents and 
is expected to bolster economic activities in 
Matagalpa and aid in the development of the 
North Caribbean coast area. 
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Coming Next Month
Cartagena is considered the exotic jewel of Colombia’s Caribbean coast.  Cartagena is a beach resort city that is 
popular with foreigners and moneyed Colombians that enjoy living or investing in a Caribbean beach location.  

Cartagena’s principal attraction is its Old City, particularly the inner walled district, which was named a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1984. The Old City is full of colonial architectures, narrow cobblestone streets 
and homes with overhanging balconies and shady patios.  Wandering leisurely and enjoying the street life as 
well as the many plazas, shops, restaurants and bars, is the best way to experience the Old City.  The Old City 
in Cartagena could likely make a romantic out of just about anyone.

Cartagena is chock full of history, which gives the city an Old World beach lifestyle. However the city also 
has many modern amenities including growing numbers of high-rise condos with specular water and beach 
views as well as modern shopping centers. 

As a beach location Cartagena also has many water activities including boat trips to nearby islands 
(particularly Rosario Islands with 27 islands), scuba diving, deep-sea fishing and so on.  As a tourist location 
you will find seemingly 100s of good restaurants with cuisines from around the world.

Cartagena is a relatively mature tourist market so investors in the 
city aren’t gambling on an unproven idea. Tourism is growing rapidly in Colombia and in Cartagena in 
particular with an active rental market.  

Where Cartagena really shines is when you compare it to other Caribbean locations. The lack of hurricanes 
and the low prices caused by today’s exchange rates make it a very attractive alternative when compared to 
the rest of the Caribbean.  In September’s edition of Overseas Living Letter we will take an in-depth look at 
Cartagena… its lifestyle, cost of living, property market, and investment potential.
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