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For some East Bayretirees, Mexico an affordablealternative
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Brad Billingsley could have been waiting for his tee time atan Arizona golfcourse.

Instead, the former Lafayette resident and his wife Linda were in a lagoon offCabo San

Lucas, snapping photos ofgray whales bobbing next to their smallcharter boat.

"Every day, it's an adventure here," Brad Billingsley said. "It' s added 20 years to my life."

Brad, 62, and Linda Billingsley, 61, are among the "silver surge" of baby boomers

seeking alternative retirementnests in Mexico, according to a recent report by the

International Community Foundation.

It' s not certain how many U.S. retirees are living in Mexico - - a 2004 study puts it
between 500,000 and 600,000 -- but the foundation and other researchers say the

number is bound to increase as more boomers settle into their golden years and find
Mexico an affordable alternative. Almost halfthe retirees living in coastal areas are getting

by comfortably on less than $ 1 ,000 per month, said the report, which cites the growth of

real estate projects targeted atretirees as proof that expatriates are flocking south ofthe

border.

TheBillingsleys had serious ly considered a retirementcommunity with a golf cours e in

central Arizona . Butthey lacked the enthusiasm for fairway living thats eemed to

consume retirees there. "Their entire lives were involved with golf," Brad Billingsley said .

In 2007, the couple became expatriates and settled into a $300 ,000, two -bedroom

beachfront condominiumin Rosar ito Beach, in Baja California.

They've

made the most outof their retirementdollars ,Brad Billingsley

said. The cost ofliving -- from grocer ies to health care -- is
low in their beachfront town and there's plenty to do, such as

driving down the coast to Cabo, walking on the beach and

shopping atthe local mercado .

Thecouple lived in the Bay Area for 60 years , much ofit in Walnut Creek and Lafayette.

Sometimes they miss their old haunts, especially bookstores , Brad Billingsley said . Butlike most expatriates surv eyed in the
foundation report, they return often to the states. TheBillingsleys make a trip acros s the border to San Diego every few weeks .

Affordability, quality of life, weather and proximity to the U.S. were top reasons retirees chose Mexico, according to the surv ey of

842 expatriates conducted by the foundation.

"After the market crash of 2008, we wanted to better understand what was going on with retirees in Mexico," said Richard Kiy ,

president and chiefexecutive officer ofthe foundation,a Southern California -based nonprofit that works to increase charitablegiving
and volunteerism acros s U.S. borders . In an 88-question surv ey ofretirees 50 and older, the foundation found that expatriates had

weathered the economic storm well.

Asurvey snapshot: Retirees' biggestcomplaint is litter, while their favorite pastime is walking on the beach . More than three-

quarters own a home. Almost 44 percent getby comfortably on less than $1 ,000 per month, and 61 percent are married -- slightly
less than the U.S. average of 65 percent for the same age group.

The foundation' s 17-page report, released in March ,deals with demographics and day -to -day basics such as public safety

concerns and household expenses of retirees in coastal areas such as Cancun, Rosar ito Beach , Rocky Point and Puerto. Four
follow-up studies over the next few months will tack le topics that include the impact on Mexico's environment, health care

access ibility, real estate and civic involvement by U.S. retirees.
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Aweak ening American economy , U.S. State Department travel alerts and worr ies aboutthe H1 N1 virus have hurt tourist travel

numbers to Mexico over the past year, but the country still remains an attractive haven for retirees, said Anne McEnany, co-author
ofthe report and the foundation' s senior adviser for environmentand conservation .

Reports of narcotics- related violence, especially in border cities like Tijuana and Nogales, gave many retirees jitters initially ,

McEnany said. After they 've settled into their new homes, anxiety fades away .

"They said they feltcompletely safe and that the media was over-hyping the narco-violence, " McEnany said. The impact was on

friends and family, who changed their minds about visiting, she said.

"I'm really saddened to see coverage of (Mexican) crime in the media ," said Doug Gray, 60 ,a retired public safety officer from

Livermore.

He and his wife Cyndi recently purchas ed a condominium in Manzanillo , a port city between Puerto Vallarta and Acapulco . They
say they feel as safe -- ifnot safer -- walking around the mercados and boulevards as they do in Livermore.

Cyndi Gray said her best moment in Manzanillo was sitting on little plastic chairs at a cafe , watchingwaves roll in from the Pacific ,
sipping margaritas and eating coconut shrimp .

"We really love the pace, " she said. "It' s a slower pace and you can sitdown there and get into the groove. Ic an unplug."

TheGrays have yet to live there full-time; Cyndi, 48, is still work ing.

EllenFields, another expat from California , lives in Merida, on the Yucatán Peninsula.

Her adopted city is about 22 miles inlandfrom the Gulf of Mexico -- close, but not partof the coastal regions surv eyed by the

foundation. Ithas a reputation for being safe and hasn't been affected by crime associatedwith border cities. "The Yucatán is not

touched by that," Fields said , adding, "I've never feltunsafe here."

Aself- described "dot-bomb refugee," Fields and her husband James run yucatanliving.com, a Web site for expatriates. They
moved to Merida from San Luis Obispo in 2002 and never looked back.

EllenFields says she's enchanted by the Old World feel ofthe markets and people. "People in Yucatán are very welcoming. It's a
very gracious culture ," she said ." You walk down the street here and people say hello to you."

One ofthe things she misses about California : "Mountains. It's flat as a pancake here."

Fields recommends livingand work ing in Mexico, butwarns that ittakes a lot ofplanning . "You can' t come down here expecting

someone to hire you, " Fields said. And learn the language , she advises .

Although Fields isn' t quite fluent, she says she can now hold a conversation withoutthinking about it.

About 48 percent of those surv eyed in the foundation' s report were fluent or spoke intermediate-level Spanish, McEnany said. Even
though many serv ice businesses in Mexico have English speaking staffers, there' s no substitute for learning the language ,s he

said.

Retirees may settle in only to find they can 't interact.

"They do the hobby thing and then after about a year they get bored," McEnany said . "They are interested in getting involved in the

community butthey don' thav e the language sk ills. "

One pitfallof expatriate livingcomes when communities "tend to circ le around themselves " and don't reach out to their adopted

country, McEnany said. In addition, English-oriented businesses and the proliferation of big-box outlets like Walmart, Sam' s Club

and Costco around near retirement hubs have made it even easier for Americans to isolate themselves from Mexican culture.

In the surv ey, about88 percent of respondents said they feel somewhator fully integrated into their new country. Never theless,

most retirees continue to "see themselves as visitors in someone else' s country," McEnany said .

The foundation is keenly interested in what U.S. retirees are doing with their time .Its chiefgoal is to ass istAmerican donors in

charitably supporting communities abroad. The largest group of foundation donors consists ofAmerican expatriates in northwest
Mexico.

Bob Hansen, 52 ,of Alameda said he's aiming to retire in Manzanillo because of the community there.Like most retirees in the
foundation surv ey, he visited several times before deciding to buy. Three years ago, he purchas ed a fixer -upper on the beach for

$64,000.

Hansen has made many friends there and loves the lifestyle. "I have a huge pool offriends there, " he said.

He met one close Mexican friend after anchoring his sailboatc lose to a smallv illage called Colimilla, near Manzanillo. A fisherman

helped guide him to shore and afterward they cooled offwith a cola.

"I could hardly speak Spanish and he didn 't speak English welleither ,but we had a connection of the souls, " Hansen said. "After

the drinks , we gotin his old truck and he drove allover the area showing me all the beautiful places in the area."

Hansen purchas ed his home the next year and he stayed with his new friend in a nearby village while the sale cleared.

"I ended up being introduced to some of the kindest and warmestpeople on earth in thatwonderful time I stayed in this village ,"

Hansen said .

Quality of life a top draw

Kathie Parker , formerly ofOakland , can attest to that. A third- generation Californian who moved in 2008 to Merida ,Parker said she

doesn't miss the stress of living in the Bay Area.

"I never plan to move back to California," she said .

Parker , 60, is a retired masseuse and moved with her partner Holly Smith in June 2008. They sold their home in Oakland and

purchas ed a three- bedroom, three-bath home with a pool for less than $ 200,000.

Buts he insists thatquality oflife was her top concern. "I didn 't just choose this place because itwas cheap, " Parker said. "I

wantedto live here. "



Page 3For some East Bay retirees, Mexico an affordable alternative - Inside Bay Area

4/12/2010 10:11:21  AMhttp ://www.insidebayarea.com/top-stories/ci_14830383

She visits and talks daily with Yucatecan friends in Merida and is taking Spanish classes. Along with a group of other expats, she

participatedlast year in a U.S. National Day ofService .They raised enough money to buy chairs and tables for a local school
library.

"There are a lotof (Americans) who live here who want to make itas American as they poss ibly can, " Parker said. "We moved to

Mexico to be with Mexicans .The people here are wonderful. You just have to try ."
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