RETIRING ABROAD
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ack in 2011, the adventures
of Dame Maggie Smith, Dame
Judi Dench, Bill Nighy and co
in The Best Exotic Marigold
Hotel film charmed the
nation. The concept of 60-, 70-,
and 80-somethings setting
off in the sunset of their lives to a supported-
living hotel in India, thousands of miles from
friends and family, seemed a touch fanciful.
Fast forward to 2026: fanciful? Not so much.
More than one million (1,152,585) Brits are living
overseas while drawing their state
AT pension. Most are in Europe
S,Q’S‘Q\\ still, but enquiries about
4
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% retiring to South East Asia

\
. b \ are rising. IFA Magazine (for
, financial advisors) reported
h a 30% rise in searches for
i D retiring abroad, and a survey
b'l 02 by xpatfone.com had

Thailand as the
number-one
destination, beating
the traditional
favourite Spain into
second place. Malaysia
was eighth.

Could it be that
Thailand, Cambodia,
Vietnam and Malaysia
may one day rival
Spain, France and Malta
as attractive retirement

destinations? It’s not as
crazy as it sounds, especially given the escalating
cost of living in Europe, plus tighter EU residency
regulations post-Brexit. Developers in Asian
countries are waking up to increased demand,
both for retirement residences and care homes.
When UK academic Dr Caleb Johnston went
to Thailand in 2024 to investigate care home
provision, he found that the number catering
for foreigners had doubled since his previous
visit in 2018. The UK government now has a list
of Thai care homes on its website - around 30.
‘It’s a trend that could well be growing,” says
Dr Johnston, a researcher at Newcastle University.
‘Countries like Thailand and the Philippines
are starting to look more attractive for retirement
as the cost of living and care home prices are
much cheaper. Places like Spain just aren’t cheap
any more. In Thailand, foreigners - particularly
relatively wealthy retired people - are welcomed

as people who are going to make important
contributions to the economy.

Anna Jakubiak, 64, started 2026 by retiring
and moving to Pai in the mountainous Mae
Hong Son Province in northern Thailand.

‘It’s a spiritual, laidback place, she says. ‘My
background is in the criminal justice system and
after bringing up six children as a single mother,
I just needed to breathe. The people are lovely
and there is a culture of kindness - older people
are respected. The internet speed in the village

is better than London, you can buy antibiotics
over the counter for £2, health insurance is £20
a month, dental care in Chiang Mai - three-
and-a-half hours away - is state-of-the-art, and
someone will do all your laundry for about 50p.
I wouldn'’t have the same quality of life in the UK.

Anna’s son Christopher and his partner run
a hostel in the village and are doing up a cottage
for her beside a paddy field. ‘I miss my other kids,
but they are all grown up now - the youngest is
27. We can FaceTime and they can visit.

Retired artist Denise McMillen, 78, has
swapped her flat in London’s Crystal Palace for
a swish retirement residence in Siem Reap,
Cambodia, the country’s second-largest city,
with a population of just under 250,000.

‘Tactually saw a small advert in Saga
Magazine, says
Denise, who is
divorced with
three grown-up
children. Td
wanted to move to
a warm country
and to experience
a different culture
— the cost of living
was a driver too.

Cambodia has
one of the lowest
living costs in South
East Asia: financial
website Numbeos
estimates Siem Reap
is 56.8% cheaper than London.
A meal for one at an inexpensive
restaurant is £3.75 and a meal for
two at a high-end restaurant is
around £17 (without drinks).

Add to that a warm climate, friendly
people, and a culture where older
people are respected and you
begin to see the attractions.

30 SAGA.,CO.UK » MARCH 2026




AWL, GETTY

Could South East Asian countries like Cambodia, Thailand
and Malaysia be the new France or Spain for today’s retirees?
We meet intrepid souls who have made the bold move

I met Denise and some other savvy 60- and
70-somethings in December at the Sullivan
Retirement Residence in Siem Reap. The
Residence offers rented luxury apartments in a
supported community aimed at retirees aged 55
to 80 and opened in 2024. The Exotic Marigold
Hotel it ain’t, though: there’s nothing ramshackle
or unfinished here. It has air-conditioning, two
meals a day delivered to your door Monday to
Friday, an indoor pool and rooftop bar, 24-hour
security, communal activities and a driver to
take you wherever you want. The cost is around
£1,770 a month, including utilities and phone
bills, and they also arrange your visa.

Joint owner Tom Sullivan, 35,
who lives on site, is confident it’s
a prototype that could be
reproduced elsewhere in
Cambodia and in other Asian
countries, including Vietnam
and Malaysia. ‘One of the reasons

‘I'd wanted to move

to a warm country

— the cost of living
was a driver too’

I set up the company was thinking about what
stopped people moving abroad - one of those
things is navigating the bureaucracy, says Tom.
‘Another is the fear of being alone. What'’s the
point of moving to paradise if you just sit by
yourself all day and watch TV? What we’ve
provided is a hassle-free way to retire abroad.’
Siem Reap is close to the UNESCO World
Heritage site of Angkor Wat, a 12th-century
Buddhist pilgrimage site and the largest
religious complex in the world. The city itself
mixes traditional temples with low-rise French
colonial architecture and is extremely walkable,
full of bustling markets and pavement cafés.
Denise is enjoying the
communal activities at the
residence, such as language
classes, wine tasting and trips
to local tourist spots and
high-end hotels such as
Cambodia’s branch of Raffles. @
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Eastern
promise

Anna (far left)
retired to
Thailand, while
Denise (below
left), pictured
at Raffles, lives
in the Sullivan
Retirement
Residencein
Cambodia
(left); Angkor
Thom in Siem
Reap, a local
tourist spot

(above)
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& Other activities include hot-air ballooning,
quad biking, boat trips, cookery classes, art
gallery trips and archery lessons. All are
included in the fee, and there are also monthly
themed dinners with entertainment.

‘There’s plenty to do,’ says Denise. ‘T've started
Khmer language classes with a teacher who
comes to the complex. I feel very safe here
— even walking back from the city centre -
something I didn'’t feel in the UK. The complex
also has 24-hour security.’

I asked if there were any
downsides, apart from the
distance from family and
friends. Denise admits
private medical insurance is
expensive. ‘It can cost £5,000
ayear - [ don’t have any
serious medical complaints,
just a touch of arthritis and
raised cholesterol. But if
I pay the first £2,500 of any
claim, it will reduce to £3,000 a year. Costs do
go up significantly when you reach 80, though.

Mike Edwards, 62, a widower from
Northwich, Cheshire, who owned a haulage
company, moved to Siem Reap a year ago. ‘After
my wife died I saw less of our friends and then
when I sold the business I had even less to do,
he says. ‘I'd worked seven days a week all my life.
My daughters worried about me - they
encouraged me to make a new start.

‘Td been looking at Spain, Portugal and Malta.
One year on and I'm loving it here. It has a relaxed
pace of life - people say it’s like Thailand 25 years
ago. People seem happier, they really do believe in
karma. I've made friends at the retirement
complex, and I've also met friends in sports bars
in the city. I FaceTime my two daughters once
a week and although we miss each other they're
really pleased I'm making a go of things.

On the minus side, it can get very hot - 40°C in
April, although air-conditioning
is widespread. ‘Tjust take my
time, get up early for a walk and
call our driver if it gets too
much, says Mike. ‘I went back to
the UK twice in 2025 - it was
£1,000 a time, so that’s a cost to
consider. I'm taking it month by
month - the notice period is two months -
and I still have my house in the UK. But at the
moment, I can’t think of anything to move back
for. I thought I'd miss the seasons, but when
I went back to the UK and it was only 5°C,

I realised I didn’t miss the cold at all.’

Diana Smith, 63, a retired physician’s

assistant, and her husband Todd, 66, from
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Maine, USA, moved to the
complex after seeing an
advert while visiting cousins
in the UK, where she and her

They use it as a base for

k““““‘;‘““é““‘ travelling. ‘T've been taking

language classes, joined
a book group and a walking group, and go
to the gym every other day,” says Diana.
None of the residents mentioned
Cambodia’s border dispute with
Thailand, which erupted into armed
conflict last year, although there is

husband had previously lived.

Luxury living
Mike Edwards
(above) and
Diana and
Todd (left)
live in modern
apartments in
the Siem Reap
complex
(above left)

‘One year on and
I’'m loving it here.
It has a relaxed
pace of life’

currently a ceasefire. Tom
Sullivan says it doesn’t affect
daily life in Siem Reap.

There are other possible
downsides to moving so far
from home. One is that your
state pension will not go up in
line with the triple lock if you
live outside the European
Economic Area, Gibraltar and
Switzerland, unless the country
has a social security agreement
with the UK (in SE Asia only the
Philippines does). However, if
you later return
to the UK, your
pension will rise
to the UK rate.
You'll also have
to pay for private
medical
insurance, and
not all bills are low - air-con
and electricity can be pricey.

Denise, however, says that
she intends to stay forever.

‘T've always been quite
adventurous and independent.
Honestly, it’s a great life out
here. I'm in it till the end!” &
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NEED TO KNOW
* Cambodia offers
extendable year-long
retirement visas for £223
for over-55s who are not
working and have proof of
sufficient income (£1,118
a month). gov.uk/guidance/
living-in-cambodia
* Thailand has two types of
retirement visa, provided
you meet income criteria
and have no criminal
convictions. Health
insurance is compulsory.
london.thaiembassy.org/
en/page/retirement-visa
* Malaysia offers visas
under the My Second
Home Program offering
a 10-year renewable pass
for long-term stays if you
meet income and savings
criteria. imi.gov.my




