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Moving Abroad For 
Retirement?
Recently, some colleagues of mine were 
discussing migrating to Vancouver or Australia 
for shorter working-hours, as well as better 
educational opportunities for their children, who 
should be able to enjoy “real” childhoods in 
relatively stress-free and spacious environments.  
Obviously, this sounds attractive, especially to 
middle-class families.  After all, what is the point 
of working so hard to endure squeezing into 
such a “tiny bottle” in Hong Kong?

This chat reminded me of the recent increase in 
the number of enquiries on property valuation 
quotations for immigration purposes.  Clients 
who plan to immigrate to those “better” countries 
are required to obtain independent valuations 
of their owned properties to prove their ability 
to meet the threshold through the investment 
channel.  As such, some of them may have 
concerns over their asset values, which may 
affect their eligibility.

One of my clients, a retired man, shared his 
plan to immigrate to Australia during the fourth 
quarter of 2016.  He had already bought one 
mass residential unit and a house in Sydney and 
Melbourne, respectively, in 2015 for less than 
HK$5 million each.  Both properties are about 
1,500 sq ft in saleable area and the apartment 
in Sydney even has a gorgeous river view.  
Comparing Australia to Hong Kong, he thinks it 
is worth moving to Australia for retirement, as he 
has lots of friends there.  Undoubtedly, this plan 
sounds attractive to many well-off families or 
professionals.

But it presents some challenges.  If one yearns 
to immigrate to a foreign country after retirement, 

should one opt for earlier investments?  Can 
we consider this prior investment as a kind 
of international diversification?  If yes, then 
international diversification should be effective 
in reducing portfolio risk, right?  The answer 
is NO!  This is probably due to the difficulty of 
measuring the cost of investing overseas.  In 
spite of measurable costs like transaction costs, 
taxes, and foreign exchange rate risks, there are 
other non-measurable costs such as information/
research and home bias.

Be Cautious of Unpredictable Risk

Non-measurable costs can be high, but they 
protect investors by mit igating overseas 
investment risk, which can also happen in well-
developed countries like the UK.  In June, 
some buyers protested outside Wanchai 
Police Headquarters demanding that UK 
police investigate a potential scam involving 
unfinished, pre-sold overseas properties in 
Bradford and Manchester.  The properties 
were supposed to have been completed by 
the second half of 2015, but the developer 
went bankrupt in February 2016 and i ts 
representatives disappeared.  Some buyers 
visited the construction site and found no 
building there.  The Hong Kong Police said that 
about 24 complaints were received involving 
HK$8.38 million.

Policy risk is another major non-measurable 
risk.  You will never know when a foreign 
government will change its property policies (on 
taxes, buyer restrictions, etc).  Pursuant to the 
latest announcements published by the Real 
Estate Board of Greater Vancouver (REBGV), 
an additional 15 percent Property Transfer Tax 
(PTT) was imposed on foreign buyers starting 
on 2 August 2016.  This measure is similar to the 
Buyer’s Stamp Duty (BSD) in Hong Kong, which 
has the same aim of curbing its overheated 
housing market.
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Similarly, the UK updated its regulations on 
the Capital Gains Tax (CGT) on 6 April 2015, 
which affected both British Expats and non-UK 
residents who own UK properties, especially 
those with buy-to-let arrangements.  The new 
rule requires that the sale of a UK property, 
which currently attracts no UK capital gains 
tax, could incur a UK capital gains tax bill in the 
region of 28 percent on any gain incurred after 6 
April 2015, depending on the investor’s personal 
circumstances.  Also, the British Government 
imposed an additional three percent levy on all 
property purchases of over £40,000 made after 
1 April 2016.

Currency Fluctuation vs. Housing Price

The surprising referendum results for Brexit 
caused the Pound to drop by 12 percent within a 
month, reflecting the same drop in UK property 
values held by Hong Kong investors.  The loss 
might be even larger for those who invested in 
the UK property market prior to 2015.

Some investors sti l l  consider the Brit ish, 
Australian, or Canadian property markets as 
secure places to park their capital for long-
term income and capital growth due to higher 
market transparency, well-developed legal 
systems, and “better living standards” for future 
retirement.  While their currently weak currencies 
offer a lucrative opportunity to invest, investors 
should also pay attention to the risks inherent in 
overseas investments anywhere.  Conventional 
investment wisdom states that it is not wise to 
put all of your eggs in one basket.  This applies 
not only to geographic location, but also to 
investment timing.  Simply speaking, an investor 
should start with a portion of his entire capital 
in order to mitigate any unforeseeable risk.  
In addition, as an insurance policy, visiting a 
prospective site should be standard practice for 
lessening the chances of losing all your capital.  
Upon making an investment, an investor may 
opt to adopt a currency hedge to prevent future 
currency fluctuations.
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