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Ten things to expect when  
moving to China 

by Sally Wilson

W
hether this is your first or tenth overseas posting, it’s only natural that 
you and your family will experience some culture shock when you 
arrive in Beijing. Even if you’ve already experienced expat life in other 
parts of China, the city has some rather unique traits. As soon as you 

stop expecting things to be “like home,” you can embrace the adventure. 

Culture 
 Shocked

The Toilet Situation
The good news is that Beijing has the  
highest number of public toilets in the 
world; the bad news is that not all will 
meet your standards. In older areas, 
public bathrooms serve as communal 
facilities. Squat toilets are still prevalent 
due to a belief that they’re more hygienic. 
Increasingly, public facilities include at 
least one western-style toilet, usually in 
the disabled stall. Toilet paper, soap, hand 
towels, and working dryers are rarely 
provided, so get used to carrying tissues 
and hand sanitizer. Shopping malls usually 
have clean facilities, but restaurants and 
cafes aren’t required to provide restrooms 
to their customers. You’ll sometimes need 
to put on your coat halfway through the 
meal to find the nearest restroom in the 
mall or building. 

Got a Baby? 
Good Luck
One of the most frustrating things 
about Beijing is the lack of changing 
tables, even in the newest shopping 
malls and restaurants. The cleanliness 
of the floors is such that you wouldn’t 
want to lay down a changing mat, so 
be prepared to change baby in their 
stroller, on a plot of grass, or on your 
lap. The locals won’t be offended by 
you changing your baby in public, but 
they may stop and have a good look. 
Similarly, few malls have dedicated 
nursing rooms; pack a cloth cover when 
you’re planning to be out and about. 

1 2
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Culture 
 Shocked

Your Children Will 
Get Photographed 
(A Lot)
Your children will likely attract a lot of 
attention from locals. Some will ask 
permission; others will hoist your child 
into their arms before you can pro-
test. It’s important to understand that 
some have never seen a blonde-haired, 
African-American, or mixed-race child 
before. If you or your children are gen-
uinely uncomfortable, learn the Manda-
rin for “Please do not take photos of my 
children” (qing bu yao pai wo de haizi). 
While this can be annoying, remember 
that people have good intentions and 
there’s no real harm done. 

Ayi Coddling
Your transition will be made easier with 
the help of an ayi (the Chinese term for 
a domestic helper). Perhaps you’ll be 
experiencing the blessing of affordable 
help for the first time. Your ayi will want 
to make your children happy by buying 
them gifts, letting them eat sweets, 
putting on their coats and shoes for 
them, and hovering nearby as they 
play. Explain your expectations to your 
ayi and demonstrate how you want her 
to care for your kids. Be patient, as this 
relationship will take time to develop. 

No Such Thing as

“Right-of-Way”
One interpretation of right-of-way is 先
行权 (xian xing quan), which literally 
means “first go rights.” This sums up 
how road etiquette is understood and 
applied here. Drivers adopt a “winner-
takes-all” attitude. If you get your 
Chinese driver’s license, it won’t be 
long before you find yourself doing the 
same; it’s the only way you’ll get from 
point A to B. Teach your kids that a 
green pedestrian light does not mean 
it’s safe to cross. You’ll find yourself 
dashing across eight-lane roads, weav-
ing through the onslaught of rickshaws, 
taxis, bicycles, and scooters. Drivers will 
often swerve around you and honk 
their horns rather than brake. 
That being said, it’s rare 
that they wil l go 
so far as to yell 
insults. 

3

4

6
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Taxi Woes
If you have a stroller, be prepared for 
most taxis to just drive right on by. 
Cab drivers don’t like picking up fami-
lies – especially those with young kids 
– because they’re worried they might 
dirty the car. Most cabs remove the rear 
seat belts or they simply don’t work. If 
you don’t have a driver, it’s worth look-
ing into car-sharing services like Uber 
and Dididache (see p64).

Yes Means No 
(Sometimes)
The Chinese are generally more indirect 
than Westerners. For instance, there 
are no words for “yes” or “no” in Man-
darin. Locals rarely refuse a request 
outright or admit that they don’t know 
something. Fear of “losing face” means 
a tendency to rush into saying “OK.” 
The Chinese often refuse food or drink 
several times in a row even if they are 
hungry or thirsty. Never take the first 
“no” literally. A good guest is supposed 
to refuse at least once, but a good host 
is supposed to offer at least twice.

Shopping Ain’t Easy
Beijing has a range of supermarkets, 
but what they don’t do is provide 
everything you need. Some won’t have 
a meat counter, others limited dairy, 
and others still only a tiny selection of 
baby items. Expect to spend time get-
ting everything you need from different 
stores. Prices can vary widely and meat 
cuts are different; the Chinese like to 
use every part of the animal. 

Old Habits Die Hard
Young, old, male, or female, you’ll  soon 
notice how many locals spit. Though 
you may find it repulsive, remember 
that it’s not a universally rude gesture. 
Once you stop seeing spitting as a 
personal offence, it fades into the back-
ground. You may or may not eventu-
ally feel the same about clearing nasal 
passages or nose picking. Blowing your 

nose 
in a 
handker-
chief and put-
ting it into your 
pocket is considered to 
be disgusting by the 
Chinese – better to 
get it all out onto the 
street. Chinese babies 
often wear split pants, 
and you will see them 
pee and poop on the 
ground. To Westerners, 
potty training means 
going on a toilet; in 
China, it means going 
on command. If you’re in the 
process of potty training 
your own child, you may 
need to remind them that 
this is not how things are 
done back home. 

Service, 
Please
Service standards in restau-
rants are slowly but steadily 
improv ing .  In  h igh-end 
restaurants, the staff under-
stands and speaks some Eng-
lish. Most restaurant menus 
will be in English or 
have pictures so you 
can point to what 
you want. Your food 
probably won’t arrive 
all at once, so adjust 
your  eat ing hab i ts 
unless you want the 
first few dishes to 
be eaten cold. If 
you have young 
kids, most places 
are pretty good about 
bringing out their food 
first. 
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An A-Z guide to education in Beijing 

by Aisling O’Brien

Alphabet Soup

Air Quality
Smog is a fact of life in Beijing. Several 
schools – such as BSB Shunyi, ISB, WAB, 
and DCB – have sports domes with air filtra-
tion systems. In addition, BCIS’s Early Edu-
cation Center is the first LEED Gold standard 
educational building in Beijing. But it’s not 
all about air-locked, purpose-built facilities. 
Look into each school’s air purification sys-
tems, testing and monitoring processes, and 
AQI cut-off point for outdoor activities.

Demographics
Smaller schools have their advantages; but 
the likelihood of uneven gender ratios is 
higher. This can be a concern for some par-
ents, as it is normal for kids to pass through 
stages in their maturation when same-sex 
friendships are dominant. Similarly, a lack of 
diversity in some schools may be a concern. 
For example, some kids may not enjoy being 
the pioneering laowai at a local Chinese 
school, while some parents may feel being 
immersed in a totally familiar western cul-
ture is not a productive use of their child’s 
time in China.

Boarding 
Schools

For many families – especially those with 
frequently changing postings – boarding 
schools can be a viable option. For some 
children, they can provide a stable environ-
ment, foster independence and maturity, 
and strengthen social and academic skills. 
Schools with residential accommodation 
include Keystone Academy, St. Paul Ameri-
can School, Wellington College International 
Tianjin, and Harrow International School 
Beijing (starting from August 2015).

Curriculum
Beijing’s schools offer a huge selection of 
curricula and educational philosophies, 
including the American school system (with 
SAT/PSAT testing), the Chinese National 
Curriculum, International Baccalaureate, 
Montessori, Multiple Intelligences, Reggio 
Emilio, UK National Curriculum, bilingual 
programs, and more. For more information, 
pick up a copy of the 2015-2016 beijingkids 
School Choice Guide (contact distribution@
truerun.com for more info).
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Employee 
Turnover

The quality of teaching staff is of paramount 
importance. If possible, meet the teachers 
who will be educating your children. Inter-
national schools can face greater levels of 
staff attrition; think twice about schools with 
high staff turnover. It takes time for teach-
ers to settle in, develop a rapport with their 
students, and build quality programs. 

Homeschooling
It’s not compulsory for foreign children to 
attend school in China, so there are no legal 
obstacles to homeschooling. Homeschooled 
children can learn at their own pace, spend 
more time with their family, and do not 
have to adjust to a new learning environ-
ment. Homeschooling parents can address 
socialization and curricular needs through 
Beijing’s active homeschooling community. 
A Yahoo group called Beijing Homeschoolers 
provides support, information, and opportu-
nities to meet other families.

Know-How 
Checking up on accreditations is a vital part 
of the school selection process. Any school 
can call itself “international” or “Montessori,” 
but talk is cheap unless there is a stamp 
of approval from an established govern-
ing body. Accreditation naturally increases 
the price of tuition because the process 
of obtaining and maintaining certifications 
entails substantial costs for the schools. If 
the school you’re looking at isn’t properly 
accredited, ask comprehensive questions 
about its curriculum and methodologies.

Gut Feeling
Of successful child-school pairings, 
parents often tell us: “It just felt 
right.” When you’ve narrowed down 
your options, and weighed all the pros 
and cons, you may still be left with a 
coin toss between schools. Trust your 
intuition and the impressions garnered 
from school tours (see Visits).

Join In
For new families, the school pro-
vides a vital link to the community. 
Many schools act as a social hub; 
some have parent-run cafes (such 
as DCB and MSB) and others offer 
all-day drop-in services for parents 
(such as at HoK).

Facilities 
Facilities and equipment at top-of-the-range 
international schools are second to none 
(see Air Quality and Sports). Language and 
science labs, vast libraries, black box the-
aters, organic vegetable gardens, koi ponds, 
meteorological stations, dark rooms, TV and 
radio stations – if you can dream it, chances 
are one of Beijing’s international schools has 
it. By contrast, the amenities and hygiene at 
some smaller local schools may not always 
be up to standard; we suggest making a 
careful inspection. 

Local Schools
Since 2006, foreign students are allowed to 
attend any local school, even those without 
an international campus. However, interact-
ing with local schools can be especially chal-
lenging for expat families. Differing expecta-
tions, poor administration, larger class sizes 
(commonly up to 40 students), mismatched 
holidays (local schools follow the Chinese 
national holiday schedule), and communi-
cation difficulties are some common com-
plaints. It’s crucial that you speak Chinese 
and/or interview a parent whose child 
attends the school to get an idea of what 
lies ahead.

International 
Schools

Beijing’s international schools are truly 
international. Most of them can legally 
only accept foreign passport holders 
and many of the student bodies are 
incredibly diverse – it’s not unusual to 
have 40 different nationalities together 
on one campus. The city’s best educa-
tional institutions are on par with top 
schools all over the world. However, 
their excellence in academics, manicured 
campuses, and state-of-the-art facilities 
don’t come cheap (see Tuition).
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Mandarin
Beijing-based families can offer their chil-
dren a major advantage: exposure to 
Mandarin. There is a wide range of options 
available ranging from Mandarin as a sub-
ject all the way to unilingual Chinese pro-
grams. Bilingual programs (such as the ones 
at BIBA and YCIS Beijing) are increasingly 
popular. In addition to the extra opportuni-
ties that proficiency in more than one lan-
guage brings, multilingualism also develops 
adaptability, self-control, and focus.

Parent 
Organizations

An active Parents’ Association (PA) can pro-
vide networking and socializing opportuni-
ties as well as offer a platform to contribute 
to the school and community at large. Many 
Beijing PAs hold annual fundraising balls and 
other events to benefit local charities (see 
Join In).

Qualifications
Accredited schools should have properly 
qualified staff members. Check that teach-
ers have the right qualifications to teach 
the curriculum offered by the school. There 
is a broad range of daycare, playgroup and 
kindergarten options in Beijing, with sig-
nificant differences in educational quality 
and approaches. Those with young children 
should pay particular attention to the qualifi-
cations of teachers and teaching assistants.

Obedience and 
Discipline

You might have raised model citizens, but 
be sure to research the school’s disciplinary 
and bullying guidelines to ascertain if their 
policies seem workable and effective if chil-
dren do step out of line. Overall, disciplinary 
policies at international schools are more 
forgiving, whereas the rote learning system 
at local schools requires a level of focus 
that often entails stricter regulations for  
students.

Number of  
Students

Is bigger always better? Smaller schools 
may lack the resources of their larger coun-
terparts (see Facilities), and it is likely your 
child will have to change schools (and per-
haps curriculum) as they progress from k-12. 
On the other hand, smaller schools are less 
constrained by bureaucracy, and educators 
are free to make flexible day-to-day deci-
sions. Some young children may also be less 
intimidated by a cozier setting.

Recommendations
Talk to parents whose children attend your 
preferred school, but also use community 
resources to get other perspectives on your 
shortlist. Read testimonials in the beijingkids 
School Choice Guide, and contact other par-
ents online through Beijing Mamas and Beijing 
Café (popular Yahoo Groups). Once you arrive 
in Beijing, draw on newcomers’ groups such 
as INN or simply turn up to the school gate 
and mingle with other parents.
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Sports
Alongside more traditional facilities such as 
running tracks, football fields and gymna-
siums, Beijing’s international schools fea-
ture everything from Olympic-sized pools 
to rooftop putting courses and air-purified 
equestrian arenas. If your child’s chosen 
sport isn’t available at their school, check 
out some of the many after-school sports 
programs available from organizations like 
Imagine, Flips and Kicks, and Sports Beijing.

Tuition
China may be a developing nation, but 
get ready to shell out where education is 
involved. Inflation isn’t just affecting the 
housing market; the cost of education is 
rising as well. Budget will be your number 
one consideration; after all, there’s no point 
wasting time on schools you can’t afford. 
That being said, tuition costs vary widely. 
Grade 12 in the international section of 
a local high school can range from RMB 
50,000-100,000 per year while interna-
tional school fees range from RMB 150,000-
250,000 per year, though sibling and other 
discounts may be available.

Work
Some expat families have difficulty adjust-
ing to the Chinese school system because 
its reliance on rote memorization can lead 
to hours of homework every night, even 
for young children. Although the Ministry 
of Education proposed a ban on home-
work for primary students in 2013, many 
schools continue to assign it. Despite 
a focus on academics, the workload is 
generally much lighter at international 
schools.

Visits
After you’ve read the School Choice Guide 
and various school websites, it’s time to 
draw up a shortlist and pound the pave-
ment. If you’re unable to attend the 
school’s open house or take a tour, contact 
the admissions departments. Most will be 
happy to arrange a private visit. If possible, 
observe the students after hours and off the 
clock – getting on the school bus, playing 
on school grounds, etc. Are they orderly or 
rowdy, excited or exhausted? Can you see 
your child fitting in?

Uniforms and 
Dress Codes

Many schools opt for uniforms as a 
way of reinforcing their ethos, increas-
ing identification and school spirit, 
and reducing differences between 
students. Schools without uniforms, 
although they may enforce dress 
codes, generally emphasize personal 
choice, freedom of expression, and 
individual responsibility. 

Years
Is this a short-term posting or are 
you here for the long haul? Families 
committed to expat life tend to prefer 
education systems such as the Inter-
national Baccalaureate (IB), which 
is available worldwide. If you’re not 
planning to be away from your home 
country for long, you may not want to 
change curriculum in Beijing. Some – 
like the German Embassy School and 
French International School of Beijing 
– are backed by foreign education 
ministries.

Zzz
Distances in Beijing are often exacerbated 
by traffic conditions. Cross-city commutes 
can mean brutally early rising times, so 
proximity between home and school is a 
key consideration. Before making your final 
choice, try to run through the commute to 
each of the schools you are interested in at 
peak times. Long transits can wear kids out, 
especially if they have a lot of homework to 
complete after they get home.

“Xtra” 
Curricular

After-school activities may not be the 
most important factor, but they can tip 
the balance when it comes to deciding 
between two otherwise evenly-matched 
schools. These days, extracurricular pur-
suits are weighed more heavily – particu-
larly for students preparing for university. 
Music, arts, sports, clubs, and interna-
tional honors such as the Duke of Edin-
burgh Award – think about what’s impor-
tant to your child and their life stage.
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What’s Up, Doc?
Making sense of Beijing’s healthcare options

Updated by Nimo Wanjau

F
or families moving to a new city, one of the first priori-
ties is figuring out where to get medical treatment for 
check-ups, emergencies, and other health needs. The 
good news is that Beijing has seen an increase in private, 

international-standard hospitals and clinics, though the selection 
is still relatively limited compared with some other capitals. 

The bad news is that, unless you have health insurance, 
international-grade facilities are very expensive. Registration 
and consultation fees can cost up to RMB 2,000, with tests and 
procedures – not to mention prescription medication – possibly 
running into the thousands of renminbi . However, virtually all 
of these international hospitals and clinics take direct billing. 
Patients should double-check ahead of time if their insurance 
provider is accepted at their medical facility of choice. 

Many expats without medical insurance resort to local public 
hospitals, many of which have excellent reputations in their 
fields. They are much cheaper compared to private hospitals 
and see a much higher number of patients, but language barrier 
can be an issue. In addition, they can be a rude awakening for 
expats who go in expecting a western-style bedside manner. 

Clinics
Clinics provide routine services such as checkups, pediatric medi-
cine, and outpatient care. They may also offer dentistry, mental 
health services, physical rehabilitation, official physical examina-
tions (for visas or other purposes), and vaccinations. In most 
cases, anything relating to obstetrics and pre-natal care require 
a visit to a hospital with more specialized medical staff and facili-
ties. Although some clinics offer emergency care, patients may 
need to be transferred to a hospital depending on the serious-
ness of the case. 

Unlike in the West, where many doctors open their own pri-
vate practices, medical practitioners in Beijing are usually tied to 
a hospital or clinic. Part-time specialists who keep regular office 
hours at a private clinic often also work at a public hospital. 

Hospitals
International hospitals are usually wholly foreign-owned enter-
prises (WFOE) or a joint venture between an international medi-
cal operator and a Chinese hospital. Foreign patients will find the 
process and surroundings familiar and therefore comforting, but 
bear in mind that the attending doctor will likely still be Chinese 
– although English-speaking – and that not every international-
standard hospital is equipped to handle all scenarios. For exam-
ple, patients requiring major surgery – particularly emergency 
surgery – may need to be transferred to a Chinese hospital, 
both for the operations themselves and for continuing care post-
surgery.

These cautions aside, international hospitals will likely be the 
first choice for most foreign residents for both urgent and rou-
tine care. They offer niceties such as reminders for checkups and 
some have more than one location, offering access near your 
home, office, and school. There will also be a greater emphasis 
on preventative care. Paradoxically, while Chinese locals will go 
to a hospital for even minor maladies like the flu, most foreign-
ers avoid hospitals, seeing them as centers for serious care. 

If language isn’t an issue and/or you don’t have medical 
insurance, you might try visiting a local hospital. Expats often 
recommend Peking Union Medical College Hospital (founded in 
1921) and the China-Japan Friendship Hospital, which served as 
the primary hospital for athletes, coaches, and officials of the 
2008 Beijing Summer Olympics. Both have “VIP” sections with 
fewer patients and some English-speaking doctors. 

Emergencies
The emergency phone number in Beijing is 120 (999 for Eng-
lish speakers). keep in mind that ambulances in Beijing have a 
mixed record for two reasons for (a) getting lost and (b) being  
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perfunctory in their treatment of non-emergency patients. Also, 
Beijing’s traffic situation isn’t exactly conducive to the quick 
transfer of patients to medical facilities, and drivers here aren’t 
yet in the habit of yielding immediately to ambulances. 

There’s no simple solution for this. Many taxis will simply 
refuse to take injured or sick passengers for fear of being held 
liable for any negative outcomes. Some international hospitals 
have their own 24-hour emergency call centers with English- and 
Chinese-speaking operators. However, ambulances are still sub-
ject to traffic constraints. 

To make matters even more complicated, there’s no Good 
Samaritan law in China. This may explain why many Chinese are 
unwilling to get involved in emergency situations. Bystanders who 
offer help may be held liable even if their actions help resuscitate 
the injured party. A patient who is given cardiopulmonary resuscita-
tion (CPR) may survive, but non-qualified rescuers have been sued 
for the broken ribs that can occur in the process. 

When in doubt, call 120 and report the emergency. However, 
consider carefully whether there’s a good reason to become 
directly involved in a situation. 

That said, for the sake of one’s own family, friends, and col-
leagues, most international hospitals and clinics in Beijing offer 
internationally-recognized CPR and first aid training in English. 
It’s a good idea to take a course, especially for people who live 
farther away from a major medical center.

Insurance for the Uninsured
For those who aren’t insured by their company or whose insur-
ance doesn’t cover care at international-standard facilities, self-
pay options are available. Some larger hospitals offer their own 
membership-type programs, which provide discounts on services. 

However, for full insurance, companies like NOW Healthcare 
and William Russell that specialize in serving expats offer cover-
age for medical treatments and often repatriation should the 
person wish to be treated in their home country for a serious 
condition or injury. Americans should note that most of these 
plans require separate riders or plans for care within the US.

Insurance agents in Beijing such as Expat Solutions Consult-
ing Ltd. and Pacific Prime Insurance Brokers can give prospective 
buyers options based on their needs and wants, including family 
coverage, repatriation, and any other special considerations. PH
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Paper Trail
Staying on top of Chinese visa changes

by Nimo Wanjau

A
sk any foreigner who’s been in China for a while 
and you’re likely to hear the same gripe – visas 
can be a real headache. Visa regulations are 
ever-evolving as the government tweaks the 

system to close loopholes and reduce ambiguities. In 
2013, there was a major overhaul of visa categories, 
increasing the number of classifications from eight to 12. 
In China, visas are referred to by a letter code. Recently, 
both Canada and the US signed reciprocal ten-year 
multiple-entry visa agreements with China. Under these 
agreements, Canadian citizens are eligible for long-term 
L, M, S2, and Q2 visas while US citizens are eligible for 
long-term L and M visas. The application documents and 
materials needed for ten-year visas are similar to those 
for regular visas.  

M Visa 商贸, shangmao
Also known as the “commercial 

visa,” the M visa covers business- 
and commerce-related trips, 

which in the past fell under the 
F visa. This means visitors 

traveling to China for busi-
ness or to participate in a 
trade fair. The longest stay 
granted is a multiple-entry 

12-month visa.

Q Visa 
亲属, qinshu

This visa is intended for 
family members (defined 

as spouses, parents, chil-
dren, children-in-law, siblings, 

grandparents, grandchildren, 
and parents-in-law) previously 

covered under the L visa. Only 
those related to Chinese nationals or 

foreign nationals with Chinese residence 
permits are eligible for this visa.

The Q Visa has two subclasses, Q1 and Q2. The Q1 is 
also known as the “family reunion” or “foster care visa” 

and allows long-term stays of over 180 days. Hold-
ers of a Q1 visa must register at the Public Security 

Bureau (PSB) within 30 days of entry. The Q2 visa 
is issued for stays of under 180 days; there 
is no need to visit the PSB unless an 
extension is required. 

S Visa 私人事务, siren shiwu 
Also known as the “private visit 
visa,” the S visa is for family 

members (defined as spouses, 
parents, children under 18, and 

parents-in-law) who are visiting 
or staying with foreign nation-

als living in China for work, 
study, or other purposes. 

This is also divided 
into two catego-

ries, S1 and 
S2. 
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Introduced on January 1, 2013, this visa exemption is handy for 
friends, family, or colleagues transiting in Beijing in 72 hours or 
less. They must apply for the exemption during the immigration 
check upon arrival. Some other conditions apply:

• Only applicable to citizens from the 51 countries on the exemp-
tion list
• Only applicable to air travel, not any combination of land or sea 
transportation

• Visitor must have a confirmed flight to a third destination out of 
Beijing (see next line) 
• Visitors must not be returning to the same country or territory 
they came from. For example, Los Angeles to Beijing and Beijing 
to San Francisco is not a valid itinerary. However, Hong Kong to 
Beijing and Beijing to Macau is acceptable.  
• Visitors with multiple transits in China don’t qualify for the 
exemption (e.g. New York to Shanghai to Beijing to Singapore). If 
the plane makes a stop anywhere else in China – no matter how 
brief – this is considered multiple transit. Pay attention to the 
itinerary, as a direct flight doesn’t automatically mean a non-stop 
flight in airline parlance. 

R Visa 人才, rencai
The “talent visa” is issued to 
foreign, high-level professionals 
whose expertise in their field 
is considered authoritative and 
valuable to China. They can be 
visiting or staying.

F Visa 访问, fangwen
Formerly known as the “busi-
ness visa,” the F visa now 
only covers short-term, non-
commercial “exchanges, visits, 
and inspections” for scientific, 
educational, cultural, health, or 
sports purposes.

L Visa 旅游, luyou
One of the most-issued visa 
categories, the tourist visa 
used to cover both tourists and 
those visiting family in China. 
Now, it’s reserved exclusively 
for tourists and tour groups. 

J Visa 记者, jizhe
The elusive journalist visa is a 
specialist visa that requires several 
extra documents, including a “Visa 
Notification Letter” issued by the Infor-

mation Department of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, an official letter signed by the 

head of the foreign media organization, an invita-
tion from Chinese media authorities (if working 

for Chinese media), and an itinerary. The visa 
is divided into two subcategories, J1 and J2. 

J1 is for journalists staying in China for 
more than 180 days. J2 is for visiting 

journalists staying under 180 days.

The 72-Hour Visa-Free Transit Policy 

X Visa 
学生, xuesheng

Also known as the student 
visa, the X visa is issued to 
those who intend to study or intern 
in China for more than six months. If 
the study or internship period is under 
six months, the candidate must apply 
for an F visa instead. Neither visa 
grants the permission to work; if 
discovered, the holder faces 
immediate deporta-
tion.

About the Illustrator
Fourteen-year-old Clemence Cao is in Grade 9 at the French Inter-
national School of Beijing and takes art classes at Atelier. For her 
illustration, she imagined a bridge between China and the world. 
She incorporated different monuments into her world landscape.

A Note about the Q and S Visas
At first glance, the Q and S visas seem inter-
changeable; however, they have slightly dif-
ferent conditions and application procedures. 
The Q visa has a wider definition of “family 
members” and covers both relatives of Chi-
nese nationals (such as overseas Chinese) 
and foreigners residing in China. The S visa 
is intended specifically for family or friends of 
foreigners residing in China. This means that 
both Chinese nationals and foreigners residing 
in China may issue invitation letters for the Q 
visa, but only foreigners residing in China may 
issue invitation letters for the S visa. 
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O
ne of the first things that newcomers and visitors notice about Beijing is how big the city is. That makes choosing 
a neighborhood to live in challenging at best and infuriating at worst. However, the upside to living in such a large 
city is the sheer diversity of housing arrangements. Whether it’s a courtyard home in Gulou, an apartment with 
a view in the CBD, or a spacious villa in Shunyi, there’s a place for you here. We survey the most popular expat 

neighborhoods in Beijing, with an overview of compounds, schools, public transportation, dining options, and more. 

Home Sweet Home
Beijing’s most popular neighborhoods for expat families

by Sijia Chen
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The CBD is the financial center of the city. occupying an area of around 
4sqkm, the area is sandwiched between the Third and Fourth Ring 
Road. The CBD encompasses the famous CCTV Tower (or “pants build-
ing”), one of Beijing’s most recognizable landmarks. 

Pros: Affluent, easy access to shopping and financial services, conve-
nient access to the subway (Lines 1, 2, 10, and 6), decent number of 
kindergartens and preschools in the area

Cons: Heavy traffic (quieter after office hours), lack of historical build-
ings and culture, few schooling options for older kids

Schools: There are several schools for younger kids, including ivy 
Academy (Central Park), AnRic Little Montessori Room, Beanstalk inter-
national Bilingual School and New Bamboo Academy (Jianguomen), 
The Family Learning House (Guomao), Huijia Kindergarten (Chaoyang-
men), and Etonkids’ various campuses. School-age kids and teens have 
fewer options, but Yew Chung international School of Beijing is close by 
(15-20 minutes by car). There’s also Fangcaodi international School, a 
local school with an international department. 

Shopping and dining: The CBD has a number of fancy shopping 
malls like Shin Kong Place, China World Shopping Mall, Kerry Center, 
and the LEED-certified Parkview Green. The Place, which has a huge 
LED screen, has mid-range stores like Zara and H&M. Restaurants tend 

to be concentrated in malls or compounds. For example, Central Park 
has obentos (Japanese), Thai Lime Cafe (Thai), and Pekotan (bakery 
and deli) while The Place has Ganges (indian) and Herbal Cafe (Hong 
Kong).

Just for kids: Central Park has a large green space ringed with cafes 
and restaurants that draws families on weekends. Ritan Park, Tuanjiehu 
Park, and Chaoyang Park are close by. Most major shopping centers 
have play areas for children. Play centers include the Adventure Zone 
(Kerry Centre) and Yu Kids island (The Place), as well as the upcoming 
family center little oasis (Parkview Green). 

Popular residential compounds:
• Central Park: Central location in a large compound filled with 
restaurants, shops, cafes, and beauty services. Several malls – The 
Place, the Kerry Center, and Chaowai SoHo – are all nearby, and the 
compound is a ten-minute walk from Jintaixizhao subway station.
• Gemdale International Garden: Gemdale has a supermarket, 
restaurants, cafes, a post office, a gym, a swimming pool, and a 
playground. A shopping center called Gemdale Plaza is located 
across the street.
• Blue Castle International Apartment: Close to the post office, 
banks, Shin Kong Place, and hospitals. Limited choice of western res-
taurants in the area, though there’s an Annie’s just around the corner.

CBD (Central Business District) 北京商务中心

The iconic CCTV Tower in Beijing’s CBD
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Shuangjing 双井
Located just south of the CBD, Shuangjing was once a no man’s land 
of factories and farmland. With one of the highest concentrations of 
residential compounds in Chaoyang District, Shuangjing has a diverse 
population of white-collar locals and expat families who settled in the 
area due to its proximity to schools and the CBD. 

Pros: Easy access to the CBD, decent number of schools, burgeoning 
bar and restaurant scene (Lily’s American Diner, Plan B, The Brick, etc.), 
relatively safe residential neighborhood, close to shopping and enter-
tainment facilities, active expat community with frequent events such 
as the Shuangjing Block Party.

Cons: Heavy traffic (especially around Shuangjing Qiao), not great for 
public transport unless you live near Shuangjing or Jinsong subway sta-
tions, not much culture or history

Schools: There are several schools in the area, the largest being Bei-
jing City International School (K-12), which just opened a state-of-the-
art Early Childhood Center. Kindergartens include The Family Learning 
House, American International Academy of Beijing, Little Village Mon-
tessori School, and New Garden International School.

Shopping and dining: Carrefour, Langdent International Center Mall, 
and Viva Mall are within walking distance of the area’s many residen-
tial compounds. There’s a large Decathlon further south along Fourth 
Ring Road. Shuanjing has a growing bar and restaurant scene, which 
includes Lily’s American Diner, Gung-Ho Pizza, Plan B, The Brick, and 
more. There are plenty of Chinese restaurants around Fulicheng, VIVA! 
Mall, and Landgent Center. 

Just for kids: There are few parks in the area except for Qingfeng 
Park along the Tonghui River. The closest major parks are Ritan Park 
and Chaoyang Park, which are about 15-20 minutes away by car. The 
top floor of Viva Mall has a selection of play centers. Though pricey, 
the Adventure Zone at the Kerry Centre in the CBD guarantees a good 
time. 

Popular residential compounds:
• Pingod: Large compound with a good selection of convenience 
stores and shops in the compound. Right next to BCIS.
• Fulicheng: Gym and health club, children’s play areas, clubhouse, 
adjacent to Viva Mall. 
• Landgent International: Relatively new apartments (built in 
2007) with a man-made lake and central garden. Near Carrefour, 
cafes, florists, laundry services, post office, and banks.
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Called “the lungs of Beijing,” Chaoyang Park is the largest park in the 
city. Lined with shops, restaurants and residential compounds, this 
area is especially attractive to families. Solana and Lucky Street are 
on the northwest end, connecting Chaoyang Park to Liangmaqiao, 
an area with a significant expat community and many embassies. 

Pros: Proximity to Chaoyang Park (which hosts free yoga sessions, 
Heyrobics, HeyRunning, pick-up soccer games, and more), lots of 
western supermarkets and restaurants, close to embassies and 
schools

Cons: Some of the compounds near the South Gate are relatively 
far from the subway, though that’s meant to change with the con-
struction of Chaoyang Park station on Line 14. Stations near the 
west of Chaoyang Park include Liangmaqiao (Line 10) and Zaoying 
(Line 14).

Schools: House of knowledge International kindergarten and 
School is located near the West Gate. In Liangmaqiao, there’s the 
Canadian International School, Germany Embassy School, and The 
Children’s House International Montessori Kindergarten. 

Shopping and dining: Solana Lifestyle and Shopping Park is an 
open-air mall next to Chaoyang Park. It’s one of the most popular 

shopping centers, encompassing Zara, Uniqlo, Muji, H&M, Mother-
care, Bershka, and more. There are many restaurants lining the west 
side of Chaoyang Park, including Muse (Vietnamese), Annie’s, and 
Alio Olio (Italian). Across from Solana, a strip called Lucky Street has 
several Japanese restaurants and South German Bakery, a popular 
brunch spot. Be sure to try Baoyuan Jiaozi Wu on Maizidian, a small 
Chinese restaurant with excellent dumplings.

Just for kids: Chaoyang Park is a must-do for families in Beijing. 
There’s plenty of space to run around, with ponds for paddle boating 
and a children’s area with amusement rides and fairground games. 
Kite flying at Chaoyang Park is a great spring tradition. Solana has 
an indoor skating rink, a cinema, and an entire wing dedicated to 
maternity and kids’ products.

Popular residential compounds:
• Palm Springs: The north-facing units have a great view of Cha-
oyang Park. The Roman-style garden and large clubhouse make this 
a popular choice for families. 
• Park Avenue: Park Avenue has a shopping complex with 
imported groceries, cafes and sporting good stores.
• Greenlake Place: Located east of Chaoyang Park, Greenlake is a 
sizeable compound with stores, restaurants, and shops (including a 
Jenny Lou’s).
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Chaoyang Park and Liangmaqiao 朝阳公园和亮马桥

One of the fairground rides at Chaoyang Park
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The area around Sanlitun is a major expat hub. With so many bars, 
clubs, and restaurants concentrated in one place, it’s a fast-changing 
– and some would say noisy – area. Just west of Sanlitun lies quieter 
Xingfucun with its own developing bar and restaurant scene and to the 
north is Dongzhimen, which contains one of the city’s embassy districts. 
Inner Dongzhimen is a gateway to historical neighborhoods like Gulou, 
Andingmen, and Yonghegong.

Pros: High concentration of international restaurants and bars, access 
to schools, close to western-style amenities, lots of other expat families 

Cons: Living inside the bubble, inconvenient subway access (nearest 
are Lines 2, 10, and 13), frequent traffic, seedier areas like Sanlitun Bar 
Street

Schools: The area includes the British School of Beijing, Ivy Academy, 
the French International School of Beijing, Beijing No. 55 Middle School 
(a local school with an international section), and MOMA Kids Interna-
tional kindergarten.

Shopping and dining: The main shopping and dining hub is Tai koo 
Li, a sprawling village-style mall. Right next to Tai Koo Li, there’s Yashow 
Market, which specializes in fakes. As of print time, Yashow was still 
closed for renovation. Most of the western restaurants are concentrated 
in Tai Koo Li and adjacent Nali Patio, including Element Fresh, Moka 
Bros, Blue Frog, Union Bar and Grille, Wagas, and Crêpanini. Xingfucun 
is home to a growing number of bars and restaurants, including Great 

Leap Brewery, O’Steak, and the Big Smoke. Closer to the Liangma River, 
there’s Serve the People (Thai), In and Out (Yunnan), and Vineyard by 
the River, a popular brunch spot on weekends. Just east of Second Ring 
Road is Gui Jie (“Ghost Street”), a busy stretch of Chinese hotpot and 
chuanr joints.

Just for kids: Tuanjiehu Park has a water park, a roller skating rink 
(where Beijing’s only roller derby team practices on Saturdays), and 
boat rides. Though a bit rough around the edges, Fundazzle is a reliable 
and long-standing play center located near Worker’s Stadium. At the 
south gate, there’s Blue Zoo Beijing, an aquarium with rays, sharks, dol-
phins, and even mermaids. The Cervantes Institute and French Cultural 
Center are also near the south gate; both have libraries with children’s 
books and film screenings with English and Chinese subtitles. 

Popular residential compounds:
• Seasons Park: Popular with expat familes, Seasons Park is close to 
banks, restaurants, and western supermarkets. The compound has a 
kids’ playground.
• Lianbao Garden: Located just behind the April Gourmet in Xing-
fucun, this compound’s convenient location, spacious apartments, and 
reasonable rent prices make it popular with expat families. There’s a 
small playground inside.
• Tayuan DRC: Tayuan is one of five “diplomatic residence com-
pounds” (DRC) originally built to serve Beijing’s diplomatic and foreign 
community. Located just north of the Canadian Embassy, the compound 
contains relatively spacious western-style apartments. 
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Sanlitun, Xingfucun, and Dongzhimen  
三里屯、幸福村和东直门

Tai Koo Li North in Sanlitun, with the Opposite House (green building) visible in the background
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Wangjing and Lido lie halfway between Shunyi and downtown Bei-
jing. These areas are popular with families due to their relatively 
cheaper rent, access to international hospitals and schools, and 
proximity to foreign companies like Samsung, Ericsson, Nokia, and 
Microsoft. Both have a significant Korean community.

Pros: Short commute to international schools in Shunyi, proximity to 
headquarters of foreign companies, close to family-friendly destina-
tions like Si’de Park, 798 Art District, and Indigo Mall

Cons: Connected to satellite subway lines (13, 14, and 15), not 
much to do in terms of shopping and entertainment, lacking history 
or culture

Schools: In Lido, there’s 3e International School, Young Starters 
Academy, Beijing International Bilingual Academy, Etonkids, and Bei-
jing Collegiate Academy. Schools in Wangjing include Beijing World 
Youth Academy (Grades 1-12) and Muffy’s International Kindergar-
ten.

Shopping and dining: One branch of Ikea is located in Lido. 
Indigo Mall near 798 Art District offers good shopping and dining, 
with a cinema, restaurants, BHG Marketplace, frequent children’s 
events, and a large outdoor playground. Next to Si’de Park, the 
Korean-owned CJ Foodworld houses a Tous les Jours bakery, Bibigo, 

and Twosome Coffee. There’s also Element Fresh, Gung-Ho Pizza, 
Annie’s, Taj Pavilion, and more. Wangjing has some great Korean 
restaurants and markets.

Just for kids: Si’de Park has a children’s amusement park, tennis 
courts, ponds with resident black swans, well-landscaped lawns 
and gardens, and running paths. Lido Place has a bowling alley 
called SMJ Bowling. In nearby Sanyuanqiao, families with older kids 
can also play laser tag or try go-karting. The New City Center in 
Wangjing is an expat-owned cafe, community center, and events 
venue. There’s an indoor playground as well as classes like Mommy 
and Me and Hooked on Phonics. Budding artists will like Beijing 
International Art Material Center Arts, which sells materials by Faber 
Castel, Marie, Winsor and Newton, Sakura, and more.

Popular residential compounds:
• Wangjing Huayuan: Close to local kindergartens, Wal-Mart, 
Jingkelong, banks, hospitals, post office, beauty salons, and more.
• Upper East Side: Gym, sauna, and swimming pool within the 
compound, with proximity to supermarkets, banks, cafes, restau-
rants, bakeries, and more.
• Chateau Regency: Clubhouse with a swimming pool, a fitness 
center, a convenience store, and a playground. Mookey Swim, a 
parent-owned center offering baby swimming classes, is located on 
the ground floor.
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Wangjing and Lido  望京和丽都

Element Fresh in Lido
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Shunyi is the expat neighborhood par excellence. There are villa com-
pounds resembling American suburbs, complete with quaint street 
names and two-car garages. Beijing’s oldest international schools are 
here, including the International School of Beijing (ISB), the British 
School of Beijing (BSB), Dulwich College Beijing (DCB), Harrow Interna-
tional School Beijing (HISB), and the Western Academy of Beijing (WAB). 

Pros: Lots of schools and villa compounds, safe, very close to the 
airport, many expat families, good base for day trips

Cons: Expat bubble, inconvenient for public transit and taxis, not 
much to do in terms of shopping and entertainment, larger dis-
tances, isolated from the city 

Schools: Shunyi has the largest number of international schools. 
Apart from the ones mentioned above, there are also newcomers like 
Keystone Academy, an American-style boarding school with a bilingual 
and bi-cultural focus. The International Montessori School of Beijing, 
Daystar Academy, Etonkids, House of Knowledge, Beijing International 
Bilingual Academy, and Eduwings Kindergarten are also in Shunyi. 

Shopping and dining: There isn’t as much shopping and dining 
in Shunyi, but families will be able to find what they need. Malls 
include Europlaza, Cathay View, the recently-opened Shine City, Sci-
Tech Outlet, and Pinnacle Plaza. Beidong Flower Market has house-
hold decorations, some furniture, plants, and gardening supplies. 
Western restaurants tend to be scattered through different malls. 
Hegezhuang Village has The Orchard and Green T. House Living. 
Mrs. Shanen’s sells homemade bagels and dishes made with organic 
produce from the restaurant’s farm, Green Cow.

Just for kids: Atelier, an expat-founded art school, just opened a 
branch in Shunyi. Schools like DCB offer sports and recreation pro-
grams for the wider community. Quanfa Garden has a new indoor 
ice rink with hockey programs for kids. Nearby Miyun County is ideal 
for weekend excursions and is home to Nanshan Ski Resort. 

Popular residential compounds:
• Capital Paradise: Outdoor and indoor swimming pools, gym, 
squash, bowling, mini-golf, tennis courts, sauna, outdoor and indoor 
children’s playgrounds, bars, cafes, and restaurants.
• Yosemite: Clubhouse, indoor and outdoor swimming pools, hot 
springs, sauna, gym, restaurant, cafe, children’s activity center. 
• Beijing Riviera: Bicycle track, large green spaces, artificial lake, 
clubhouse, cafe , swimming pool, gym, tennis and squash courts, 
massage room, bar, and supermarket. On-site kindergarten. Near 
WAB, MSB, and Pinnacle Plaza.
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Shunyi 顺义

The Red Brick Art Museum in Hegezhuang
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House Hunting 101
What to ask before you rent

LOCATION
Where’s the nearest _________?  
最近的_______在哪儿? Zuìjìn dì ________ zài nǎ’er?

• subway station 地铁站 dìtiě zhàn
• bus stop 公车站 gōngchē zhàn 
• ATM 提款机 tíkuǎnjī 
• convenience store 便利店 biànlì diàn
• hospital 医院 yīyuàn

INFRASTRUCTURE
What year was this building constructed?  
这个房子是哪一年间的建的? Zhège fángzi shì nǎ yī 
niánjiān de jiàn de?
How many square meters? 有多少平米?  
Yǒu duōshǎo píngmǐ?
Which direction is it facing? 这个房子的朝向是 
______ ? Zhège fángzi de cháoxiàng shì ______?
Is the elevator 24-hours? 这儿的电梯是24小时的
吗？Zhèr de diàntī shì èrshísì xiǎoshí de ma?
How many entry points does this residential 
compound have? 这个小区有几个入口？ 
Zhège xiǎoqū yǒu jǐ gè rùkǒu?
Have there been problems with insects or  
vermin? 这个房子又没有过虫蛀问题?  
Zhège fángzi yòu méiyǒuguò chóng zhù wèntí?
Does this residential compound have round-
the-clock security? 这个小区有24小时的保安吗? 

Zhège xiǎoqū yǒu èrshísì xiǎoshí de bǎo’ān ma?
Does this apartment use community heating  
or independent heating? 这里是区域供暖还是
按用量计算? Zhèlǐ shì qūyù gōngnuǎn háishì àn 
yòngliàng jìsuàn?
Is there hot water in both the kitchen and bath-
room? If not, can you have a plumber  
redo it? 厨房和卫生间有热水吗?如果没有，你可以请人
安装吗？Chúfáng hé wèishēngjiān yǒu rèshuǐ ma? 
Rúguǒ méiyǒu, nǐ kěyǐ qǐng rén ānzhuāng ma?
Is the hot water available 24 hours? 热水是24小时
的吗?  Rèshuǐ shì èrshísì xiǎoshí de ma?
Is the hot water heater gas or electric?  
热水器是使用煤气还是电?  
Rèshuǐqì shì shǐyòng méiqì háishì diàn?

THE BASICS
How long ago was the apartment renovated?  
上次装修是什么时候？Shàngcì zhuāngxiū shì shénme 
shíhou?
Will you clean it before I move in?  
我搬进来之前你能清理一下吗？Wǒ bānjìnlái zhīqián nǐ 
néng qīnglǐ yíxià ma?
Can this room be repainted? 能粉刷一下这个房间吗？ 
Néng fěnshuā yíxià zhège fángjiān ma?
Can I hang things on the walls? 墙上可以挂装饰品
吗？Qiángshàng kěyǐ guà zhuāngshìpǐn ma?
Can you remove this? 你能把这个拿走吗？ 
Nǐ néng bǎ zhège ná zǒu ma?
Can you buy a ________? 你能买一个________吗？  
Nǐ néng mǎi yíge ________ ma?
How old is this item? Can it be replaced before I 
move in? 这个用了多久了? 我搬进来之前你能换新的吗? 
Zhège yòngle duōjiǔle? Wǒ bān jìnlái zhīqián nǐ néng 
huàn xīn de ma?
Can you provide more furniture? 能提供更多家具? 
Néng tígōng gèng duō jiājù?
Write it down. Put it in the contract. 写下来吧。在合
同上标出。Xiěxiàlái ba. Zài hétóng shàng biāochū.

MONEY
How much is the rent? 房租多少钱？ 
Fángzū duōshǎo qián?
Who pays the agency fee? 谁交中介费?  
Shéijiāo zhōngjiè fèi?
Who pays the property management fee?  
谁交物业费? Shéijiāo wùyè fèi?
How to pay the gas bill? 在哪儿能交煤气费?  
Zài nǎr néng jiāo méiqì fèi?
How to pay the electricity bill? 在哪儿能交电费?  
Zài nǎr néng jiāo diàn fèi?
How to pay the water bill? 在哪儿能交水费?  
Zài nǎr néng jiāo shuǐ fèi?
Whose name is on the phone account?  
在电话账户上是谁的名字？Zài diànhuà zhànghù shàng 
shì shéide míngzi?
Who pays the heating fee? 谁交暖气费?  
Shéijiāo nuǎnqì fèi?
TV – how many channels? Is the fee included?  
电视有几个频道? 是含在房租以内吗? Diànshì yǒu jǐ gè 
píndào? Shì hán zài fángzū yǐnèi ma?
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Listen for: 
The payment method is ... 交款方式是...  
jiāo kuǎn fāngshi shì...
(1) monthly 月付 yuè fù
(2) quarterly 季付 jì fù 
     one month’s deposit, three months rent   
     押一付三 yā yī fù sān
(3) half-yearly 半年付 bànnián fù

• deposit 押金 yājīn
• normal wear and tear  
   正常磨损 zhèngcháng mósǔn
• rechargeable card IC卡 IC kǎ
• pay at the bank 银行 yínháng
• meter reader 抄表 chāo biǎo

BUILDING MAINTENANCE
If this breaks, who is responsible for fixing it?  
如果这个坏了，谁负责修理？ 
Rúguǒ zhège huàile, shuí fùzé xiūlǐ?
Where is the property management office? What’s their 
phone number? 物业办公室在哪? 电话号码是多少？ 
Wùyè bàngōngshì zài nǎr? Diànhuà hàomǎ shì duōshǎo?
Can you recommend a ____________?  
能推荐一个__________? Néng tuījiàn yíge ________?
• handyman 修理工 xiūlǐgōng
• plumber 下水道修理 xiàshuǐdào xiūlǐ
• locksmith 锁匠 suǒjiang  
• electrician 电工 diàngōng

The Shell
 Ceiling for signs of  

   leakage
 Walls for stains or cracks
 Flooring for unevenness  

   or holes
 Size of the windows  

   and whether there is  
   cross-ventilation

 Screens and locks on all  
   windows (look for rips in  
   the screens)

Security
 Whether the windows  

   have bars (on a lower-level  
   apartment)

 Whether the front door has  
   a solid lock

Furnishings
 Amount of storage space
 Whether your current  

   furniture will fit in the  
   apartment (and through  
   the door)

 Mattress for firmness

Electrics
 Functionality of all  

   appliances (stove, fridge,  
   hot water heater, air  
   conditioner, washing  
   machine, cable TV,  
   microwave)

 Number of electrical  
   outlets in every room 

 Phone/broadband jacks
 Cellphone reception  

   inside the apartment
 Lighting fixtures for  

   brightness (and whether  
   light bulbs can be easily  
   replaced)

 Speed and power of all  
   fans

 Location of fuse box and  
   the electricity meter

 Location of the radiators
 
Bathroom and Kitchen

 Amount of cabinet space
 Location of the main gas  

   valve and water valve

 Location of gas meter? 
   Electricity meter? Water  
   meter?

 Water pressure and  
   functionality of the  
   showerhead

 Sturdiness of the faucets   
   (do they leak? do they need  
   to be replaced?)

 Amount of counter space
 Drainage speed in all sinks  

   and tubs
 How well does the toilet  

   flush?
 Does the toilet seat need to  

   be replaced?)

Outside
 How much natural light  

   does the apartment get? 
 Is the neighborhood noisy?  

   How close is the nearest  
   street? How soundproof is  
   the apartment?

 Location of garbage cans  
   and recycling bins 

 Location of bike racks 

CHECKLISTS
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Fluffy’s Incredible Journey
Relocating to Beijing with your cat or dog

Updated by Yvette Ferrari

M
any expats wouldn’t dream of relocating without the 
assurance that their beloved pet could go with them, 
but the logistics and paperwork involved in moving an 
animal – coupled with the potential language barrier – 

are enough to worry even the most efficient planner. 
Some people hire a pet relocation company; others opt to go it 

alone. Whatever the case, rest assured that relocating with pets can be 
a straightforward process with enough research and preparation. With 
help from the International Center for Veterinary Services (ICVS), we 
summarize the latest regulations and procedures for China. 

Moving to China with a Pet 
First off, only cats and dogs can be brought into China. You’ll need the 
following documents:

• A Z (work) visa. There’s a limit of one pet per passport.
• Proof of a recent rabies vaccination. The shot must be adminis-
tered at least 30 days but no more than 12 months before entry. 
These guidelines are subject to change at any time, so double-check 
with your veterinarian or relocation company as soon as you know 
that you’re moving to Beijing. 
• A certificate to export your pet from your country of origin. Every 
country has different regulations, but it’s usually the Agriculture or 
Quarantine Bureau (or an equivalent government agency) that over-
sees the import and export of animals.
• A health certificate issued by a veterinarian in your country of 
origin attesting to the health of your pet. 

The Quarantine Period
As of November 2012, the mandatory quarantine period for pets 
arriving in Beijing is either seven or 30 days depending on the rabies 
status of the country that the animal is coming from. 

For example, pets entering China from the US, Canada, France, 
or Italy are subject to a 30-day quarantine while those coming from 
rabies-free or rabies-controlled territories such as Australia, New 
Zealand, Japan, Singapore, the UK, Germany, or Hong Kong must 
only undergo a seven-day quarantine. The rabies status of each 
country is subject to change without notice, so double-check this 
before you leave.

All pets are quarantined at a facility near the airport overseen by 
the Entry-Exit Inspection and Quarantine Bureau. Animals are fed, 
watered, and cared for, but owners aren’t allowed to visit their pets 
in quarantine. ICVS recommends vaccinating dogs for kennel cough 
(bordetella) at least two weeks before departure, as this infectious 
disease is extremely common in China.

After the Quarantine
Once the quarantine is over, owners should bring their pet to a legally-
registered animal hospital for a routine checkup. Beijing has more than 
200 animal hospitals and clinics, but not all are registered with the Agri-

cultural Bureau. Animal hospitals must have a rabies vaccination license 
to legally purchase imported vaccines from the Agricultural Bureau. 

At the animal hospital, look for a large gold plaque with red charac-
ters and a license number. The plaque should read 动物狂犬病免疫注

射定点单位 (dongwu kuangquanbing mianyi zhushe dingdian danwei). 
Only legally-licensed Chinese veterinarians can administer rabies vac-
cinations; foreign vets can consult and perform checkups, but aren’t 
legally permitted to administer shots.

You’ll receive a red booklet called the Beijing Animal Health and 
Immunity Certificate, which is issued by licensed animal hospitals to 
keep track of your pet’s vaccinations. All red booklets issued in Beijing 
must have two official stamps on the inside front cover: one from the 
issuing animal hospital and one from the Animal Disease Prevention 
and Control Center.

As of January 2015, the Agricultural Bureau also requires licensed 
animal hospitals to issue red, heart-shaped color tags to all rabies-vacci-
nated dogs, which must be worn on the collar at all times. Chinese law 
requires dogs and cats to receive annual rabies vaccinations; three-year 
rabies vaccinations schedules from other countries aren’t recognized.

Finally, dog owners are required by law to register dogs at their local 
police station. For more on this process, turn to p28.

Leaving China with a Pet
Depending on where you’re moving to, there are several tests and pro-
cedures to complete before you can start the exit process for your pet:

Microchipping
As of November 2011, Beijing Guanshang Animal Hospital – the 
official animal hospital overseen by the Entry-Exit Quarantine and 
Inspection Bureau – requires all pets to be microchipped before the 
exit health check, which can only be performed by Guanshang. The 
microchip must conform to the European Union ISO 11784/11785 
standard or other ISO-compliant standard. The law is intended to 
ensure accurate identification of pets during the exit health exam. 

In Beijing, EU and ISO-compliant microchips are available at ICVS 
and Globy Pet Relocation. Surgical insertion must be performed by a 
licensed veterinarian. 

Rabies Vaccination
Rabies vaccinations must be performed at a legally-registered 
animal hospital. Pets requiring the Rabies Neutralizing Antibody Titre 
(RNATT) must get their rabies shot at least 30 days before blood is 
drawn for the RNATT test.

Rabies Neutralizing Antibody Titre Testing (RNATT)
The RNATT is required for EU countries, Japan, Singapore, Indonesia, 
Taiwan, Australia, New Zealand, and Hawaii. Typically, regulations 
state that pets must be vaccinated against rabies at least four to eight 
months before departure. Animals must also be microchipped before 
or on the day of the rabies shot. Rabies vaccinations administered 
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before the date of the microchip insertion won’t be recognized. 
Pet owners entering an EU country must download and fill out 

a form called EU CE 998/2003 for the “non-commercial movement 
of pets.” The form must be stamped by a vet at Beijing Guanshang 
Animal Hospital and checked by customs officials at the destination 
country. 

All EU countries require a 90-day wait after the blood is drawn 
before the pet can enter. Some territories, such as Japan, Taiwan, 
Australia, and New Zealand require a 180-day wait.

Now that China has its own official EU-approved lab, pet owners 
no longer have to send commercial serum samples overseas for test-
ing. ICVS can handle RNATT testing for pet owners in Beijing and other 
provinces in mainland China, with results back in two to three weeks.

Step-by-Step Exit Procedures
Step 1: Rabies Vaccination and Official Vaccination Certificate
All cats and dogs leaving China must be vaccinated for rabies at an 
animal hospital registered with the Agricultural Bureau. The shot 
must be documented in the red vaccination booklet. These two steps 
must be completed at least 30 days but no more than 12 months 
before departure.

Step 2: Health Examination and Certificate
All pets must undergo a health check at Guanshang no more than 
seven calendar days before the departure date. Once complete, pet 
owners should receive the Beijing International Companion Animal 
Health Inspection Certificate within two business days. The certifi-
cate is valid for only seven days after the issue date; if you don’t 
apply for an exit permit within the allotted time, your pet will have 
to start the health exam all over again.

On the day of the exit health exam, get to Guanshang early in the 
morning; appointments aren’t accepted, so it can get crowded later in 
the day. If you’re not comfortable in Mandarin, bring a friend. Even if 
you use the services of a pet relocation company, you’ll need to accom-
pany the agent because the owner’s presence is required. 

Bring your pet, the red vaccination booklet with both valid stamps, 
your passport or passport copy, and at least RMB 1,200 in cash; you’ll 
be charged for the checkup and any required health tests.

Step 3: Exit Permit
The health certificate must be submitted to an office on the second 

floor of Guanshang to apply for an Animal Health Certificate for Exit 
(or exit permit). You’ll need the red vaccination booklet, the health 
certificate, your passport or passport copy, and around RMB 200 in 
cash for each pet – no need to bring your pet for this part. The exit 
permit is usually processed within two business days and is valid for 
14 days after the issue date.

Before starting the exit process for China, check the most up-to-
date entry requirements for your destination country. For country-
specific information, contact your animal hospital or pet relocation 
company.

Resources

International Center for Veterinary Services (ICVS)  
北京新天地国际动物医院 

Daily 9am-6pm. 13-16 Rongke Ganlan Chengshang Jie, Futongxi 
Dajie, Wangjing, Chaoyang District (8456 1940, icvs_china@
yahoo.com) www.icvsasia.com 朝阳区望京阜通西大街融科橄榄

城商街13-16号 

Doctors Beck and Stone Health Care Center 
思威（北京）国际动物医院

This chain of animal hospitals is staffed with Western and Chinese 
veterinarians, nurses, and medical technicians. Branches double as 
emergency centers, with ambulances available to transport pets. 
For a list of locations, visit www.doctorsbeckandstone.com. 

Globy Pet Relocation
Globy helps relocate pets from anywhere in the world, including 
planning, obtaining required papers, arranging flights, and deliv-
ering pets. Mon-Fri 8.30am-5.30pm. Rm 26B, Block 2, Bauhinia 
Court, 30 Dongsanhuan Beilu, Chaoyang District (8762 5020, 
mary@globypetrelo.com) www.globypetrelo.com 朝阳区东三环

北路30号紫荆豪庭2座26B

Beijing Guanshang Animal Hospital 北京观赏动物医院

Daily 8.30am-10.30pm, 24hr emergency services available after 
5pm (including holidays). 7 Beisanhuan Zhonglu, Xicheng District 
(6237 1359, Chinese only: 6204 9631/9742, yuanzhang@chinapet.
com.cn) www.chinapet.com.cn 西城区北三环中路7号 
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Only dogs need to be registered at the police station upon arrival
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Every Man and His Dog
Registering at the PSB for both people and pets

Updated by Nimo Wanjau

U
pon entering China, the immigration officer will give you a 
blue slip reminding all “aliens” to register at Beijing’s Public 
Security Bureau (PSB). That’s because the visa you used 
to enter China was issued by the Chinese Embassy in your 

country of origin, not the Chinese government itself. Registering at 
the PSB allows you to obtain a visa from the government and thus 
all the privileges associated with it – such as a Z (work) visa, which 
grants temporary residence rights to the holder. 

Apply for a Work Visa and Register at the PSB
Holders of Z visas and other long-term stay visas, as well as those 
who need an extension on their short-term stay visa, are required 
to visit the PSB. If you’re a foreign employee on a work visa, your 
company’s Human Resources department should handle some of the 
paperwork before you get to China. Required documents include:

• The results of a health check performed in a Chinese Embassy-
approved clinic or hospital. These must be sent to your company 
and completed no more than six months before your intended date 
of entry in China.
• A work license from the Beijing Municipal Bureau of Labor and 
Social Security. This usually takes around ten working days to pro-
cess. 
• A government-issued invitation letter that must be applied for by 
your company, which takes at least five working days to process. 
For other types of visas, such as the S visa, an invitation letter with 
the the applicant’s contact details, purpose of visit, bank statements 
going back three months, and the inviter’s personal information 
must be included.
• Once the employee receives the work license and invitation letter, 
they must apply for a three-month temporary work visa at the  
Chinese Embassy. 

• After entering China, all foreigners must register at the local police 
station (派出所, paichusuo) within 48 hours. Normally, you must do 
this in person; bring your passport and a proof of address. If you’re 
unsure about the location of the nearest police station, ask your 
agent, landlord, or compound management office. The station will 
issue a temporary residence form.
• To get a work or student visa, foreigners must complete another 
checkup and obtain a medical certificate from Beijing International 
Travel Health Center in Haidian District.
• All of the required documents must be taken to the Beijing Munici-
pal Bureau of Labor and Social Security to apply for a work permit 
(not be confused for the work license); your company normally han-
dles this step, which takes around five working days to complete. 
• Once all the documents are gathered, the employee must visit 
the PSB to apply for the work visa. You’ll need your passport, work 
permit, a filled-out application form, temporary residence form, your 
company’s business license, and two passport-sized photos. The visa 
takes up to 15 working days to process. Though the process is fairly 
straightforward, most companies will send a Chinese-speaking HR 
colleague to help.
• Once your new visa is ready, just return to the PSB and pay for it 
in cash at the cashier. 
• You have to register the new visa with at your local police station 
to get a new temporary resident permit form. Do not lose this piece 
of paper, as you’ll need it for other tasks such as getting a SIM card 
and applying for a Chinese credit card. 

If you run out of pages in your passport, you have four working 
days to re-register for a new visa at the PSB after you receive the 
new one. Keep in mind that if your current passport expires within a 
year, for example, the visa will be tied to your passport’s expiration 
date. Expect to receive several text messages from the authorities 
reminding you to renew your passport on time. 

Registering Visitors
Friends or family visiting Beijing must also register at the police station 
within 48 hours of arriving if they plan to stay in the country for more 
than 72 hours (see p16 for information on the 72-hour visa-free transit 
policy). Failure to comply may result in each visitor being fined RMB 
500 per every day they don’t show up to the police station. 

Registering Your Dog
By law, all dogs must be registered at the owner’s local police sta-
tion in Beijing; other animals are exempt. Registered animals are 
given a doggie ID card containing information about the dog and the 
owner. If you’re caught without this ID while walking your dog, you 
could face a fine of up to RMB 2,000. 

Enforcement of this law, which is designed to control the stray 
animal population in Beijing, is often stepped up before major holi-
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Resources

Entry and Exit Administration of the Public Security 
Bureau (PSB) 北京市公安局出入境总部

Mon-Sat 9am-5pm. 2 Andingmen Dongdajie (by Xiaojie Qiao), 
Dongcheng District (8402 0101) www.bjgaj.gov.cn 东城区东城

区安定门东大街2号

International Center for Veterinary Services (ICVS)  
北京新天地国际动物医院

Much of the information about dog registration above was pro-
vided by ICVS, an international-standard animal hospital with 
many useful articles for pet owners on its website. Daily 9am-
6pm. 13-16 Rongke Ganlan Chengshang Jie, Futongxi Dajie, 
Wangjing, Chaoyang District (8456 1940, icvs_china@yahoo.
com) www.icvsasia.com 朝阳区望京阜通西大街融科橄榄城商街

13-16号

About the Illustrator

Fifteen-year-old Louise Oyarzabal is in 
Grade 10 at the French International 
School of Beijing and takes art classes 
at Atelier. Her illustration is a free sketch 
in watercolor pencils based on an image 
she had in her mind of animals instead 
of people waiting in line at customs.

days such as Spring Festival (late January to early February), Labor 
Day (May 1-3), and National Day (October 1-7) as part of the gov-
ernment’s efforts to ensure public health and safety. Here’s what you 
need to know:

• Only one dog can be registered per household address. If you own 
a second dog, it must be registered at a different address.
• All dogs living within the Fifth Ring Road must measure no more 
than 35cm from floor to shoulder. This means that large dogs must 
be registered to an address outside Fifth Ring Road.
• The process for registering dogs at the police station often varies 
according to different districts, so consult your local paichusuo for 
details.
• When registering for the first time, you must bring your dog, two 
passport-sized photos of your dog (front head shot), your passport, 
temporary residence form, lease contract or property title document, 
written permission from your neighborhood watch committee (居委

会, juweihui), and cash to pay for the registration fee.

If you live in one of Beijing’s eight major districts (Dongcheng, 
Xicheng, Chongwen, Xuanwu, Chaoyang, Haidian, Fengtai, and  
Shijingshan), the registration costs RMB 1,000 the first time and 
RMB 500 for each subsequent annual renewal.

Newly-adopted or imported dogs can be registered any time after 
January 1 of each year. The registration will be valid from the date 
of registration until April 30 of the same year. Dogs that are already 
registered have a one-month renewal window every year between 
May 1 and 31. And yes, that means that if you register your dog 
for the first time on April 1, you’ll have to re-register them and pay 
another RMB 500 in May. 
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Safety First
Tips for staying out of trouble in the capital

by Yvette Ferrari

a
s strangers in a foreign land, safety is always a top priority. 
Fortunately, by international standards Beijing is a very safe 
city with low rates of violent crime. Most incidents are lim-
ited to petty crimes like scams and pickpocketing. like any 

other major city, however, more serious incidents such as traffic acci-
dents, health emergencies, and serious crimes do occur; when they 
do, knowledge and preparation are key. We outline some common 
scams and offer basic safety tips for Beijing newbies. 

Tricks of the Trade: 
3 Common Scams to Watch Out For
The Tea Scam
When visiting tourist attractions like Tian’anmen Square, the Forbid-
den City, and the Wangfujing night Market, be aware that scammers in 
these areas prey specifically on tourists and foreigners, especially those 
who are friendly and eager to learn more about local Chinese culture. 
according to www.tour-beijing.com, a Beijing-based travel agency and 
website, scammers employ a number of methods to con tourists out of 
money. one of their better-known tricks is known as the tea scam. 

The tea scam generally goes like this: a young and attractive 
woman – sometimes a man – approaches the intended victim. They 
chat with them about interesting sites in Beijing and ask questions 
about their home country. If all goes well, they invite the victim 
to a traditional Chinese teashop to chat some more. When the bill 
arrives, it’s often in the hundreds and sometimes thousands of yuan. 
To make the scam seem less suspicious, the new “friend” may even 
offer to pay half the bill. If the tourist tries to leave without paying, 
they might suddenly find the entrance blocked by a couple of 
unfriendly-looking men.

The Art Student Scam
operating on a similar premise as the tea scam, young people 
posing as art students approach the victim and offer to take them to 
a “local art show.” The scammer takes the tourist to an “art supply 
market” – only this market will have significantly higher prices than 
any other place in town. 

Black Cabs
Be wary of “black cabs” (hei che) or unregistered taxis. These guys 
are everywhere from the airport to just outside your compound. 
Some drivers have been known to ask their passengers to get out of 
the car and help them push it or shut the trunk. When the passen-
ger is outside, they drive away with their belongings. 

Every year, the uS-based overseas Security advisory Council (oSaC) 
releases crime and safety reports for Beijing on its website. according 
to the China 2015 Crime and Safety Report, there’s even more cause for 
concern where black cabs are concerned. In a limited number of cases, 
the report states, foreigners have reported being sexually assaulted, 
gotten their luggage stolen, or charged exorbitant fares for rides. With 
that in mind, take regular taxis whenever possible and use apps like 
Dididache and uber (see p64 for more info on these).

Tips for Staying Safe in Beijing
Mind Your Manners
Be mindful of large crowds in places like the subway, where packed 
conditions can cause tensions to run high. If you’re unused to living in 
an overpopulated country, you may at first find Beijingers an aggres-
sive bunch: cutting queues, using elbows or purses to shove through 
crowds, and engaging in the occasional yelling match. 

While these situations rarely escalate, diffusion is the best course 
of action if they do. If you happen to encounter a particularly angry 
commuter who feels you have wronged them in some way, it’s best 
to stand down and offer a simple apology. Conversely, it’s not advis-
able to point out someone else’s bad etiquette, no matter how frus-
trating the situation. Doing so will be perceived as “losing face” by 
the other party – the ultimate insult by Chinese standards.

Pay Attention 
Cars, motorbikes, e-bikes, rickshaws, and bicycles are just some 
of the modes of transportation you’ll encounter on Beijing’s roads. 
Regardless of how you get around, rush hour is an especially intense 
time. you’ll need to share the road with pedestrians, many of whom 
are guilty of ignoring basic rules about crossing the street. 

But don’t take our word for it; according to oSaC’s 2015 report 
on transportation safety,  “yielding to oncoming traffic or pedestrians 
is virtually unheard of, as is using turn signals. Traffic signals are 
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Resources

• Beijing Municipal Public Security: Visit www.bjgaj.gov.cn 
to read about public security in Beijing, including police news 
and articles. 
• Overseas Security Advisory Council (OSAC): Visit www.
osac.gov, click on “reports” or “crime and safety reports,” then 
select “Beijing” to see the full 2015 crime and safety report, 
which also contains advice about situational awareness.

In Case of Emergency
In addition to your embassy’s contact information, have these 
numbers on speed dial:

• Police: 110
• Fire: 119
• Traffic accidents: 122
• Ambulance (English hotline): 999
• Ambulance (Chinese hotline): 120
• Beijing Chaoyang District Center for Disease Control 
and Prevention: 6777 3512
• Foreign Emergency Services: 6525 5486
• United Family Hospital Emergency Services: 5927 7120
• International SOS Clinic and Emergency Services: 
6462 9112

absent at key locations, and road closures are either poorly marked 
or not at all. DWIs [driving while intoxicated] are also common.” 

The report goes on to cite inexperienced Chinese drivers as the 
greatest road hazard, a fact made yet more grim by China Daily’s report 
that nearly half of accidents in Beijing are caused by drivers with less 
than three years’ driving experience. The same report says that traffic-
related deaths are the leading cause of death for those under 45. 

With this in mind, it’s important to be aware of your surroundings 
by minimizing distractions. Don’t text, answer calls, or use headphones 
while driving or cycling. In the event of a serious accident, call 999 for 
English-speaking ambulance service. you’ll need to pay in cash for the 
ambulance upfront., so carry at least RMB 500 on you at all times. 

Keep a Chinese Friend on Speed Dial
Many foreigners in Beijing are guilty of living in the “expat bubble,” 
with only family and other expats to count on as their support net-
work. Though some may feel it’s easier to make friends with other 
expats initially, having Chinese friends is beneficial in more ways 
than one. not only do you have someone who can share aspects 
of living in Beijing you may not otherwise be exposed to, you’ll also 
have someone you can rely on in the event of an emergency.  

Expect the Best, Prepare for the Worst
Whether you’re moving to Beijing alone or with family, it’s essential 
to have medical insurance. If you’re not covered by your employer, 
brokers like abacare Group and Pacific Prime can help expats find 
health plans that suit their needs. 

organize documents related to life insurance, bank accounts, 
stocks, and billing information. Share them with a family member 
back home in the unlikely event of death.We know it’s not a pleas-
ant subject, but it’s always better to be prepared. 

That being said, this article isn’t intended to scare. Keep in mind 
that, even with a population of almost 20 million, Beijing is generally 
very safe. Don’t be afraid to get out there and enjoy everything the 
city has to offer. 
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Talking pollution with Dr. Richard Saint Cyr

by Aisling O’Brien

D
r. Richard Saint Cyr and his wife, Joanna Wang, moved from 
San Francisco to Beijing in 2006 and welcomed their son alex 
to the family over two years ago. Dr. Saint Cyr, who practices 
family medicine at Beijing united Family Hospital (BJu), was 

a health columnist for beijingkids for many years and continues to write 
about health and wellness in China on his blog, My Health Beijing. We 
contacted him for no-nonsense advice on dealing with air pollution.

How much of a problem is air pollution in Beijing? 
Who should be concerned?
air pollution in Beijing is quite high, even when the air seems to be 
clear. It is most concerning for people who stay here for many years, 
but it’s also a potential issue for those who are already sick or vulner-
able, such as small children or the elderly, or people with chronic heart 
and lung disease. 

Are kids more affected by air pollution than 
adults? 
There is concern that air pollution can cause permanent damage to a 
child’s lungs, which continue to develop until around age 18. The best 
studies so far are from California and show that higher air pollution 
causes a decrease in lung function, which can last into adulthood. The 
good news is that studies also show that moving to a cleaner area can 
improve lung function. air pollution is also considered harmful to preg-
nant women and unborn babies.

What is PM2.5? What is PM10? 
PM2.5 simply means “particulate matter” of 2.5 microns, and PM10 is 
larger at 10 microns. We worry more about the PM2.5, as these par-
ticles are so small that we can breathe them in deeply and they get 
absorbed into our bodies via the lungs. These particles can come from 
many sources, especially from coal burning, emissions, construction 
sites, and factories. 

What should families do to mitigate the effects of 
air pollution?
Families should focus on making their indoor air as clean as possible, 
and this inevitably means air purification. Everyone’s goal should be 
getting their indoor air PM2.5 under 10 micrograms per cubic meter of 
air (ug/m3), which is equivalent to an aQI under 50 – the “green zone” 
of healthy air, according to the uS Environmental Protection agency 
(EPa) and the World Health organization (WHo).   

When should families use air purifiers? 
I personally think that, in Beijing, every family should use air purifiers 
always, every day, all year round. It’s so rare that Beijing’s air is under 
aQI 50 for even a few hours, you simply need to get air purifiers, keep 
the windows closed, and keep the machines on 24 hours a day. They 
work extremely well, but only if you’ve correctly assessed how many 
machines you need and what speed you need to keep them on. at the 
very least, every child should have an air purifier in their bedroom. 
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The area around the CCTV Tower on an extremely polluted day

What factors should you consider before buying a 
purifier?
Before buying, you really need to assess your needs, which means 
measuring the room area and volume and figuring out what’s the total 
flow rate you need; every room needs five circulations per hour for 
effective cleaning. 

With this information, it’s much easier to see which machines or 
combination of machines can cover your needs. Don’t forget that 
advertised flow rates, often [expressed] as Clean air Delivery Rate 
or CaDR, only apply to the machine’s fastest speed, which is almost 
never what you’d actually use in everyday use, [most likely] due to 
loud noise at this setting. The quieter settings will have a lower flow 
rate, but you won’t see that in most ads; a simple rule of thumb is to 
cut the CaDR in half as a more reasonable expectation of what that 
machine can do for you.

as you can see, buying a purifier can be very confusing, especially 
if you have a big house, so you may be better off hiring an environ-
mental assessment team and getting their input. 

If you’re worried about brands, don’t fall into the trap of only 
buying expensive imported air purifiers. Plenty of HEPa-certified local 
brands work just as well and cost far less than many famous models. 
all you need is a strong fan with a good HEPa filter. If you want to 
test your investment, just buy a PM2.5 particle monitor and see how 
well they are working.

When should families use masks? 
Masks are reasonable any time you’re outside for more than a few 
minutes and the air is bad, especially an aQI over 200. Many do work 
but many do not, so it’s important to stick to masks that have govern-
ment certifications like n95, n99, Kn95, and FFP2 or 3. The fit is also 
crucial, especially for kids’ smaller faces. If you can feel air leaking 
around the edges, then it’s not fitting well enough. If it does fit well, 
then indeed it can decrease your exposure to PM2.5 by 95 percent or 
more. When in doubt as to brands, just stick with 3M; they’ve been 
proven effective for decades with government certifications across 
the world, they’re cheap, and are available in many places, including 
7-Eleven.

Are green plants useful for addressing air pollu-
tion at home?
Green plants look nice and do absorb a bit of air pollution as well as 
provide oxygen. But the amounts are so tiny that it’s not a proper 
solution to tackling air pollution anywhere in China – at least not by 
itself. all HEPa-rated air purifiers perform much better than any plant. 

What is China doing to address air pollution?
China is taking enormous steps to control air pollution, but the prob-
lem itself is enormous. It’s estimated to take at least 15 years before 
Beijing’s air approaches any meaningfully-improved levels that would 
be considered healthy. The goal is to get PM2.5 under 10 ug/m3, and 
Beijing’s air currently is around 86 ug/m3. We have a long way to go!
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Dr. Richard Saint Cyr
originally from the uS, Dr. Richard (as we know 
him) graduated with a Bachelor’s degree in 
English from Columbia university before turning 
to the field of medicine. He has lived in Beijing 
since 2007 and wrote for beijingkids for many 
years. He and his wife have a son, alex, who is 
almost 2. Find more of Dr. Richard’s writing at 
www.myhealthbeijing.com.



34A
R

R
IV

IN
G

beijingkids  2015 beijingkids Home & Relocation Guide 

a
nyone considering a job posting in Beijing must consider 
the problem of air pollution. Though the latter shouldn’t be 
taken lightly, rest assured that you and your family can take 
measures to minimize its impact on your health. 

a growing number of international schools are building air-filtered 
sports domes, installing central air filtration systems, and enforcing 
strict cut-off points for outdoor activities based on daily aQI (air Qual-
ity Index) readings. 

To keep track of daily pollution levels, get into the habit of check-
ing the uS Embassy Twitter feed (@Beijingair), which provides hourly 
readings of PM 2.5 levels from the roof of the uS Embassy in liang-
maqiao. Keep in mind that these readings may not be accurate for 
other parts of the city, but they do provide a reliable snapshot of the 
air quality in central Beijing. 

The Beijing Municipal Environmental Monitoring Center also pub-
lishes its own air quality readings from 27 different monitoring sta-
tions across the city, which can be accessed at zx.bjmemc.com.cn.

The most convenient way to stay up-to-date on daily aQI read-

ings is with apps. iPhone users can download the free app China air 
Quality Index by Fresh Ideas, which provides data not only for Bei-
jing but a number of other cities in China. android users can down-
load the Beijing air Quality widget.

Face Masks
anti-pollution face masks are divided into disposable and reusable 
types that vary widely in terms of material, cost, and style. Popular 
brands include 3M, Respro, Vogmask, and Totobobo. 

The uS-based company 3M makes disposable n95 masks that 
have proven popular despite their rather “surgical” appearance; they 
can be a bit awkward for those who wear glasses, but conform to 
a number of international standards. Each mask costs RMB 10-30 
depending on the model. They can be found at select supermarkets 
and convenience stores like april Gourmet and 7-Eleven, as well as 
websites like amazon China (z.cn) and Taobao (www.taobao.com). 
See p44 for instructions on setting up online banking.

Respro masks are easily recognizable by their “Darth Vader” 
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Protect yourself from air pollution with purifiers and masks

Updated by Aisling O’Brien

Clockwise from top: Respro Techno, HealthPro 250 air purifier, a 3M n95 mask, Totobobo, and Vogmask
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aesthetic, with replaceable charcoal filters and two external valves. 
They’re popular with cyclists, though the close-fitting design can be a 
bit uncomfortable for longer rides and hot days. The Techno (RMB 389) 
and Sportsta Tech (RMB 429) models are available at any of the web-
sites listed in the previous paragraph and natooke, a fixed-gear bike 
shop in Wudaoying Hutong. The staff can advise you on the best model 
for your needs. Two-packs of filters are also available for RMB 259. 

Vogmask produces comfortable microfiber and organic cotton 
masks containing HEPa filters and available in four sizes: XS (ages 
1-2), S (ages 3-7), M (ages 8-12), and l (adult). However, the child 
sizes are often out of stock due to high demand. There are numerous  
styles with patterns inspired by animals, flowers, classic arcade 
games, contemporary art movements, and even particle physics. 
Vogmasks cost RMB 225 at the time of print and can be bought at 
Torana Clean air Center. The store also carries RZ Masks (RMB 
198), which are similar in appearance to Respro masks.

Totobobo masks are made in Singapore and consist of a light-
weight, transparent material called SoftTech. They also feature 
replaceable filters (RMB 126-236 per pack) and can be trimmed to fit 
kids 5 and over. Both the Classic, which covers the nose and mouth, 
and SuperCool, which covers the mouth only, are available on TMall 
(totobobo.tmall.com) for RMB 188. Cyclists may find the SuperCool 
model uncomfortable in hot weather, as condensation tends to form 
within the mask cup during exercise. 

Air Purifiers
Face masks protect users during outdoor activities, but what about 
indoors? That’s where air purifiers come in. There’s a dizzying array 
of indoor filtration options, with a similarly broad range of price tags 
to match. 

Many families are willing to spare no expense to invest in an 
imported air purifier from companies such as HealthPro, Blueair 
(distributed by Torana Clean air Center), Alen Air (distributed by 
Renaud air), and Oransi. Expect to pay between RMB 3,000 to 
25,000 per unit depending on the size, model, and surface area 
you’d like to filter. When deciding on an air purifier model, factors 
include brand, surface area of your home, and extra features such 
as uV-C lights to kill mold and yeast. 

There are much cheaper air purifier models, mostly made by 
domestic manufacturers like yadu that can be found at supermarkets 
and electronics chains like Gome, Dazhong, and Suning. However, 
keep in mind that foreign brands are more likely to have undergone 
rigorous testing for their purifiers and passed product safety stan-
dards. 

and then, there are upstarts like Smart Air, a social enterprise 
that champions low-cost DIy air filters and puts on regular work-
shops to help Beijing residents build their own air purifiers. Kits 
– which are consist of a fan, a HEPa filter, and a strap – are avail-
able on Smart air’s website for RMB 200 or RMB 468 depending on 
the fan strength. The enterprise’s experiments with DIy filters are 
backed up with hard data on their website (see below). 

Resources

• Vogmask: 400 650 1253, info@vogmask.cn, vogmask.cn
• HealthPro: 400 650 1266, www.iqair-china.com/en
• Torana Clean Air Center: 8459 0785, 8590 0511, 
  6597 9986, toranabeijing@163.com, www.toranacleanair.com
• Renaud Air: 400 820 2791, www.renaudair.cn
• Oransi: 400 665 9677, www.oransi.cn
• Smart Air: info@smartairfilters.com, smartairfilters.com
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Into the Blue
What you should know about drinking water and shower filters

Updated by Yvette Ferrari

T
here are many considerations to keep in mind when moving 
to a new city, from choosing a neighborhood to finding the 
right school. as a result, many families might not at first 
think of access to safe drinking water. 

The tap water in Beijing isn’t fit for drinking. Residents resort to 
a number of ways to secure drinking water. a minority boil their tap 
water, a cheap method that removes bacteria but doesn’t get rid of 
toxins, heavy metals, or minerals like calcium. others purchase pitch-
ers with a carbon filter from brands like Brita. Though easy to use, 
the filters need frequent changing and may not be practical for larger 
households. In addition, Brita’s carbon filter can’t handle the heavy 
metals and organic compounds (VoCs) found in Beijing’s tap water.

The majority of people use water coolers outfitted with 19l jugs 
delivered straight to your door. Though this is one of the most con-
venient options, there are several issues. For one thing, most people 
don’t disinfect their water dispenser properly – if at all – which 
makes bacterial growth likely. authenticity is another concern, as 
many shops have been found to refill jugs with filtered tap water. 
There’s also a lot of research documenting the health risks associ-
ated with exposure to bisphenol a (BPa), a chemical commonly 
found in plastic containers. For these reasons and more, many fami-
lies are making the switch to water filtration systems. 

Drinking Water Filters 
Water filtration systems are the most cost-effective and convenient 
way to ensure safe drinking water. They also use less plastic, gener-
ate less waste, and result in a smaller carbon footprint. The most 
common types of filters are reverse osmosis and distillation, which 
both produce completely mineral-free water. They’re relatively cheap 
and good for removing heavy metals and hardening agents, but 
neither can fully remove VoCs or chlorine. The process also takes 
up a lot of water (3l of tap water required to produce 1l of purified 
water), which isn’t ideal for an area plagued by drought.

In addition, 100 percent pure water isn’t optimal for health since 
naturally-occurring freshwater contains a certain number of miner-
als. according to the World Health organization, drinking pure water 
can leach minerals from your body and in the process affect teeth 
and calcium levels.

The better option would be water filtration systems that use a 
specialized carbon filter with more surface area for removing impu-
rities, including bacteria, chlorine, VoCs, and other heavy metals. 
Brands like aquasana produce both countertop and under-the-coun-
ter versions; the most complex filtration systems can even ionize 
water and balance its pH level. 

Do your research, as prices vary widely. For reference, an  
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Resources

Aquasana China 美国阿夸莎娜公司

Rm 1271, Jinchao Building, Beijing Bureau of Environmental 
Protection, 5 nongzhanguan nanlu, Chaoyang District (400 000 
8320, En: 136 5128 5157, shop@aquasana-china.com) www.
aquasana-china.com 朝阳区农展南路5号北京市环境保护局京朝

大厦1271

World Health Store 世界健康品店

1) Mon-Fri 10.30am-8pm, Sat-Sun 10am-7.30pm. Rm 2152, 1/F, 
Section a, north Tower, Soho Shangdu, 8 Dongdaqiao lu, Cha-
oyang District (5900 2209) www.worldhealthstore.com.cn 朝阳

区东大桥路8号SOHO尚都北塔A座一层2152; 2) Mon-Thu 10am-
8pm, Fri-Sat 10.30am-8.30pm, Sun 10.30am-8pm. Rm 09a, 
B1/F, Euro Plaza, 99 yuxiang lu, Tianzhu, Shunyi District (8046 
2524) 顺义区天竺镇裕翔路99号欧陆广场地下1层09A 

National Sanitation Foundation (NSF)
The national Sanitation Foundation (nSF) is an independent, 
accredited public health and safety organization based in the 
uS. It provides auditing, education, and risk management solu-
tions for public health and the environment. on the nSF web-
site, go to info.nsf.org/Certified/dwtu/listings.asp to see where 
water filters are manufactured and what contaminants they are 
certified to remove. 

aquasana countertop filter costs around RMB 1,550 at the World 
Health Store while an under-the-counter filter costs RMB 2,450 or 
RMB 3,100 for the next model up.  

Water filters are also available straight from the aquasana dis-
tributor in Beijing, where an employee can help you figure out the 
best filter for your needs. The filters must be changed every six 
months and are designed to actually clog when they reach capacity.  
aquasana also offers free installation and delivery.

Shower Filters
another consideration is shower water. according to aquasana’s web-
site, the average person “will absorb more common carcinogens cre-
ated by chlorination via inhalation during one ten-minute shower than 
by drinking 4l of unfiltered water.” Contaminants can be absorbed 
directly into the body through the skin and lungs, with levels concen-
trated as much as 20 to 30 times higher in shower stalls.

Many expats complain of skin disorders like eczema, psoriasis, 
dandruff as well as chronic skin and hair dryness while living in  
Beijing. according to aquasana’s website, showering and bathing in 
chlorinated tap water even at very low levels causes damage to skin 
and hair. Chlorine is known to strip hair and skin of its natural pro-
tective oils, resulting in scaly skin, itching, and bacterial imbalances.

In Beijing, municipal authorities use chloramine instead of chlo-
rine to disinfect the water. Chloramine is a combination of chlorine 
and ammonia and is harder to remove than chlorine. according 
to the World Health organization, chloramine is “about 2,000 and 
100,000 times less effective than free chlorine for the inactivation of 
E. Coli and rotaviruses, respectively.” This may impact people with 
weaker immune systems. 

To address these health concerns, filters can be installed directly 
onto shower heads to reduce exposure to chlorine, VoCs, carcino-
gens, and chemicals. aquasana claims to be the only brand that 
can reduce chloramines because of a specially-developed two-stage 
carbon filter. They cost around RMB 1,000 at the World Health Store.
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Setting up and paying 
for utilities in Beijing

by Sijia Chen

It’s     a     Gas
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Electricity 
Most people top up their electricity with an 
electricity card. In newer buildings, it’s one 
card per meter and one meter per apartment; 
in hutong homes, there may be several meters 
per household. Electricity meters can usu-
ally be found in a utility closet on your floor, 
just outside your apartment, or outside your 
courtyard in the case of hutong homes. Each 
meter displays how much money is left. When 
in doubt, ask your building management or 
landlord. 

For newer apartments with electricity 
cards, you can top up at an aTM machine or 
bank counter. The aTM process takes a bit of 
getting used to since the interface is all in Chi-
nese, but it’s pretty simple once you memorize 
all the steps. you have to specify how many 
units of electricity in kilowatt hour you want to 
buy (more on this below). The new generation 
of “smart” electricity cards can be topped up 
directly through alipay (the Chinese equiva-

Satellite TV and IPTV
a word of caution for anyone looking to 
install satellite TV or IPTV (Internet Pro-
tocol Television) at home: both services 
are illegal in China. Though that hasn’t 
stopped a growing “gray market” from 
developing across the country, it’s a risky 
proposition. a quick Baidu search reveals 
plenty of freelance installers who charge 
as little as RMB 1,500 per year for a sat-
ellite bundle with foreign channels, but 
there is no recourse if your service sud-
denly stops working. 

Paying for Electricity 
at the Bank
1. you can either pay at the counter or 
use an aTM. For the first option, take a 
number and wait. once you get to the 
window, give the clerk your electricity 
card and some money; it’ll be obvious 
what you’re here for.

2. To top up your card at the aTM, 
you’ll need to go through a Chinese-
language menu. Every bank is a bit 
different, and not all banks have this 
option. at China Merchants Bank, for 
example, you access the menu by 
selecting “no-Card option.” you’ll be 
prompted to enter your China Mer-
chants Bank debit card number and 
insert your electricity card. Specify how 
many units of electricity you want to 
buy. The machine will calculate the cost 
and you’ll be prompted for your debit 
card PIn. 

3. Keep the receipt in case you ever 
need to show proof of payment. Gener-
ally, this is a good habit to get into in 
China. 

4. Should you lose your card, call the 
Beijing Electricity Corporation hotline at 
95588. Service is available in English. 

Gas
at the beginning of each month, the gas com-
pany usually leaves a discreet note on the notice 
board of each building reminding residents to pay 
their gas bill. In some compounds, the manage-
ment office takes care of this. The most common 
way to top up is also with a card; you can use a 
special machine at any Bank of Beijing branch. 
Then, insert it in the gas meter and hold it for a 
few seconds; you’ll hear a “beep” when it’s done 
syncing. Store the card in a safe place, away from 
magnetic objects. If you lose or damage it, call 
Beijing Gas at 96777 (Chinese-only).

Gas currently costs RMB 2.28 per sqm or 
RMB 3.23 per sqm in fancier compounds. That’s 
because high-end complexes often use “com-
mercial gas” – the same used in shops and res-
taurants. Some hutong homes have propane 
tanks in the kitchen that need to be replaced 
when they’re empty. a tank costs around RMB 
120 and can last a couple of months with 
normal use. Don’t worry; the process is much 
simpler than you think. 

How to Order a Propane Tank
1. Call Beijing Gas at 96777. 

2. an automated menu will play. Press 2.

3. There will be an agent at the end of 
the line. They don’t speak English, so 
you’ll have to ask a Chinese-speaking 
friend to help or learn to say the follow-
ing: 要一罐燃气，送上门 (yao yi guan 
ranqi, song shang men). That means, 
“I need a propane tank delivered to my 
house.”

4. The agent will ask for your account 
number, which your landlord should’ve 
given you.

5. They may or may not ask you what 
time you want the tank delivered. Spec-
ify a time, otherwise you might end up 
waiting a few hours. 

lent of PayPal). Here, you’d specify how much 
money you want to add, not kWh. 

Some older hutong homes use a clunkier 
system where you have to write down the 
electricity meter number, go to a branch of 
China Postal Savings Bank, and tell the clerk 
how much money you want to put on it. note 
that you can only pay in cash. (Why this bank? 
We have no clue.)

The electricity bill can vary significantly 
every month depending on the season and 
type of housing. For example, old and badly-
insulated hutong houses with electric radiators 
can eat up a lot of energy in the winter. How-
ever, most electric radiators are set to crank 
up the heat late at night, when the utility costs 
the least. The price per kWh varies roughly 
between RMB 0.50 and RMB 0.80 depending 
on how much electricity you use every month. 
Get into the habit of tracking your monthly 
consumption; over time, you’ll be able to 
gauge how many units you need. 

Internet
There are three state-owned network provid-
ers in Beijing: China Mobile, China unicom, and 
China Telecom. Each company has its pros and 
cons. For example, China Mobile is considered 
to have better coverage nationwide while China 
unicom has the most comprehensive Internet 
and 3G/4G packages. China Telecom isn’t par-
ticularly popular among private users.

China unicom has several broadband 
Internet packages: Internet alone, Internet 
plus landline, and Internet plus 3G. The most 
common is Internet plus landline. Packages 
range from RMB 168 to RMB 348 per month 

depending on speed. To be honest, you’ll be 
lucky to reach speeds of 20MB in Beijing – 
especially since most residential compounds 
have a cap – so don’t pay for a service that 
won’t deliver. In our experience, a 4MB 
Internet package is perfectly fine for stream-
ing movies and downloading music. Get 12 
months for the price of ten if you pay upfront 
for a year. For more information, visit a China 
unicom branch with a Chinese-speaking friend 
or call the company’s hotline at 10010 (press 
9 for service in English).

To install Wi-Fi, purchase a wireless router 
at any electronics market or online at websites 

like amazon or Jingdong (JD.com). For some 
reason, they aren’t sold at China unicom. Reli-
able brands include TP-link, net-Core, net-
Gear, TEnDa, and Buffalo. Follow the instruc-
tions on the box to configure the router; if 
they’re in Chinese, just Google the instructions 
in English for your specific model. Because it 
wasn’t bought from China unicom, you’ll have 
to call the seller or a third-party company if 
the router malfunctions. Be sure to choose 
a vendor with good after-sales service; for 
instance, JD.com will often replace rather than 
repair a router for free if it breaks within the 
warranty period.
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Call Me Maybe
How to buy a mobile phone and set up a 3G/4G plan

Updated by Nimo Wanjau

F
ew things in Beijing are as essential as a mobile phone. not 
only can users make calls, but they can also send payments, 
buy movie tickets, book flights, shop online, and more with 
just a few swipes of a finger. 

There are three state-owned telecommunications company in 
China. China Mobile is the world’s largest individual mobile operator 
by subscribers, with over 500 million users. China unicom is the sec-
ond-largest mobile service provider in China with nearly 300 million 
users. China Telecom has the lowest with around 50 million users; 
its focus is more on broadband services.  

Phones purchased in China are often incompatible with foreign ser-
vice providers, so if you travel a lot for work, double-check that you’ll 
be able to use it overseas. iPhones with overseas contracts can be 
unlocked for a fee, but this isn’t the same as “jailbreaking.” Jailbreak-
ing means enabling a phone to illegally download apps for free; this 
can land you with hefty fines from apple. In Beijing, authorized apple 
service centers and official apple stores can unlock a foreign-bought 
iPhone as long as you have the warranty or original receipt.  

Buying a New Mobile Phone 
In a country obsessed with technology, expats have ample choice 
when it comes to mobile phones, which are sold everywhere from 
supermarkets to e-commerce websites. Contraband products 
abound, however, so it’s safer to shop at official stores, reputable 
online retailers, and electronics chains. 

you can also go straight to a network provider. This is one of the 
most economic ways to do it, as telecommunications companies will 
have a variety of monthly plans with varying amounts of data, call-
ing minutes, and text messages. you’ll find big-name brands such as 
apple and Samsung as well as domestic brands like Huawei. Be sure 
to bring your passport.

If you just want a phone, go to an official branded store like 
apple, Samsung, nokia, etc. apple has three locations in Sanlitun, 
Xidan, and Wangfujing. Though electronics markets like Buy now 
are a popular choice, their products often don’t come with warran-
ties, fixed prices, insurance plans protecting customers against theft 
or damage, great (or even average) customer service, or after-sales 
service. a safer bet would be electronics chains and retailers like 
Dazhong, Gome, Wal-Mart, Suning, and Sundan, which offer phones 
with warranties and after-sales service. 

another option is buying online through sites like Taobao (www.
taobao.com), Jingdong (JD.com), or amazon China (z.cn). Taobao 
payments must be done through alipay (a PayPal-like service) or 
online banking (see p44 for more on this), while Jingdong and 
amazon offer cash-on-delivery. of these websites, only amazon has 
an English version. under Taobao, there’s a section called Tmall 
where customers can buy branded phones such as iPhones and 
Samsung Galaxy phones either alone or bundled with data plans 
through the three big network providers. 

SIM Cards 
The most straightforward way to set up a mobile phone (including 
the SIM card) is through a network provider. Chinese people can be 
very superstitious about numbers; many are willing to spend a bit 
more to get a phone number with the number 8 but not the number 
4. If you need to get a SIM card cut, this can be done at any service 
provider or apple authorized reseller. 

alternatively, prepaid SIM cards are available at the airport, at 
newspaper stands, and in some convenience stores. If you don’t 
spend extra for an “auspicious” phone number, SIM cards with pre-
paid phone credit can cost as little as under RMB 100. Rates are 
usually RMB 0.60 per minute for incoming and outgoing calls and 
RMB 0.10 per SMS. But unless you’re planning to be away from 
Beijing a lot, prepaid SIM cards aren’t the most convenient or cost-
effective option. 

Topping Up 
all three service providers offer top-up online with a local credit or 
debit card; check the Resources box for websites. note that online 
banking must be enabled on your debit card. If you have WeChat 
Wallet enabled, you also can top up your phone by tapping “Wallet” 
under “Me.” Some banks, such as China Merchants Bank, have apps 
that allow users to top up their phone. Recharge cards for mobile 
phones are also available at newspaper stands and convenience 
stores, and come in denominations of RMB 30, 50, or 100. 

International Calls 
If you have technologically-challenged relatives, there’s always 
the option of good old international calls. To make calls from your 
mobile, you have to enable the service at any branch of your service 
provider by bringing your passport, temporary residence form (the 
slip of paper you got from the police station), and your phone. There 
will be a minimum amount to pre-pay depending on the company. 
International calls range from RMB 0.3-4 per minute depending on 
your location within China.

International IP cards are also available from newspaper stands, 
which allow users to pay local rates with their SIM card when making 
international calls. These cards range from RMB 30-300 and cost RMB 
0.15-0.30 per minute depending on your location within China. 

In addition, many free apps like WeChat, Whatsapp, and Tango 
allow users to chat, make calls, communicate walkie-talkie style, or 
send multimedia messages at no extra cost on Wi-Fi or data plans. 
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Vocabulary

• China unicom: 中国联通 Zhongguo liantong
• China Mobile: 中国移动 Zhongguo yidong
• China Telecom: 中国电信 Zhongguo dianxing
• Service branch: 营业厅 yingye ting
• What kind of 3G/4G plans do you have? 有什么3G/4G 套餐？

you shenme san G/si G taocan?
• I just want to buy a phone. 我只想要手机。Wo zhi xiang yao 
shouji.
• Do you have any iPhones? 有iPhone吗？ you iPhone ma?
• Do you have any mobile top-up cards? 有手机充值卡吗？you 
shouji chongzhi ka ma?
• I need to get my SIM card cut. 我需要剪卡。Wo xuyao jian ka.
• I use a lot of data. 我经常上网。Wo jingchang shang wang.
• How much is it? 多少钱？Duoshao qian?
• Is there a sale? 打折吗？Dazhe ma?
• How long is the warranty good for? 保修多久？Baoxiu duo jiu?

Service Providers

For China Mobile, China unicom, and China Telecom, only 
some of the more popular branches are listed below. For full 
list of locations, consult each provider’s website or call their 
hotline.

China Mobile中国移动通信

1) Daily 9am-7pm. B1/F, Guoyi Guangchang, Jianguomen-
wei Dajie, Chaoyang District (6566 0399, hotline: 10086) 
www.10086.cn  朝阳区建国门外大街国宜广场地下1层; 2) Daily 
9am-7pm. Shop 107, Chateau Edinburgh, 1 Baijiazhuang lu, 
Chaoyang District (5967 0052) 朝阳区白家庄路1号富力爱丁堡

公馆107商铺

China Unicom 中国联通

1) Daily 8.30am-6pm. Sanlitun nan (close to the police sta-
tion and Qiyuan Indian Grocery), Chaoyang District (6416 111, 
hotline: 10010) www.10010.com 朝阳区三里屯南（近三里屯派

出所和起源超市）; 2) Daily 9am-5pm. B1/F, Tower 1, Guomao 
Dasha, 1 Jianguomenwai Dajie, Chaoyang District (6505 9000) 
朝阳区建国门外大街1号国贸大厦1座地下1层  

China Telecom中国电信

Daily 9am-7pm. 1 Chaoyangmen Beidajie, Dongcheng District 
(5950 3000, hotline: 10000) 189.cn 东城区朝阳门北大街21号

4G Services
The newest generation of tablets and smart phones can support 4G, 
the new mobile standard that replaces 3G. Though the early months 
of the rollout were marked by spotty coverage and connectivity 
issues, China Mobile and China unicom now offer comprehensive 
4G packages at reasonable prices. For example, China unicom’s 4G 
packages range from RMB 76 per month for 400MB of data and 200 
minutes to RMB 596 per month for 11GB of data and 3,000 minutes. 

For new users, the registration process is the same as for 3G 
phones; just bring your phone and passport to any service branch. 
Existing users who can read Chinese can upgrade to 4G online or in 
person if they don’t (also with a passport). a deposit is required to 
activate 4G; the amount varies from provider to provider. note that 
not all phone models are 4G-compatible.
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Money matters in the Middle Kingdom
by Sijia Chen
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Don’t be reckless with your money in China
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Banking 101
Though creating a bank account in Beijing is simple, most domestic banks 
– even large ones like the Bank of China (BoC) – lack English forms and 
services, so it’s best to bring a Chinese-speaking friend. That being said, all 
you need to open an account is your passport and a proof of address. you’ll 
be asked to fill out a form and choose a six-digit PIn. Keep any papers that 
the bank gives you.

unless your employer pays you through a specific bank, it doesn’t 
really matter which one you choose. Convenience is key, so pick a 
bank with several branches near you. If your work requires you to 
travel quite a bit within China, select a bank with many branches 
nationwide like BoC or ICBC. open your account at a branch near 
your home or office since you’ll need to return to this specific loca-
tion in case you lose your card or need to change your PIn. 

Keep your bank card in a safe place, away from magnetized 
objects; it’s a hassle to get a new one. The replacement process 
can take up to a week – longer if you lose your bank card during a 
national holiday. While waiting for your new card, it will be impos-
sible to withdraw money from an aTM; the clerk won’t even allow 
it if you show them your passport. Most Beijingers maintain at least 
two bank accounts or open another account rather than wait for 
the replacement card, then transfer money electronically from one 
account to the other. 

The Chinese government is wary of people moving large sums of 
money out of the country, so successfully applying for a domestic 
credit card is relatively difficult for foreigners. The rules may vary a 
bit from bank to bank, but required documents usually include the 
applicant’s passport, an application form, an employment contract in 
Chinese showing they’ve been working at their company for at least 
a year, the work permit (a little brown booklet that shows they’re 
legally allowed to work in China), and a stamped employment cer-
tificate from the company clearly showing the applicant’s income.

Currency Exchange and Overseas Transfers
The limit for overseas transfers is uSD 500 per day for foreign 
nationals and uSD 2,000 per day for Chinese nationals. However, 
there’s an annual cap of uSD 50,000 for Chinese nationals but no 
such cap for foreigners. The bank will convert the RMB into the for-
eign currency in-house before an international money transfer. 

The simplest way to send a sizable chunk of money is to go 
through a Chinese friend. When I needed to send money to my 
Canadian bank account in February, my colleague accompanied me 
to China Merchants Bank (CMB). Required information included:

• My Canadian bank account number
• The SWIFT code of my Canadian bank. This is an international 
identifier code made up of letters (ask your bank or look it up on 
www.theswiftcodes.com). It was actually optional, but a bank  
employee explained that not having it would delay the transfer.
• The address of my local bank branch in Canada
• The permanent address tied to that account 

Here’s the step-by-step process:

1. The transfer had to be done from a Chinese national’s bank 
account, so I gave my colleague the money and she deposited it 
into her account. 
2. CMB converted the amount into CaD before the transfer.
3. We filled out an electronic form with the information listed above. 
We then took a number and waited.
4. When it was our turn, the bank clerk printed out a form with the 
information we filled in earlier, then had us double-check and sign it.
5. She processed the transfer, then gave us a copy of the form and a 
summary of the commission fees (which totaled RMB 250). 

The process went very smoothly and the money took only 48 
hours to reach my account. after doing some research, my colleague 
discovered that Bank of China has the lowest minimum commission 
fee (RMB 80 compared to RMB 100 at CMB),.

another option is Western Union, which has higher transfer 
limits (up to uSD 9,000 per transaction). The main difference is that 
someone has to pick up the money transfer, which means you have 
to provide their name, address, city, state, country, phone number, 
and gender. Commission fees vary from uSD 15-30 depending on 
how much money is being sent. as with the bank, you’ll need to 
show your passport and exchange RMB into EuR or uSD (the only 
supported currencies) before making the transfer. Western union 
counters can be found in selected branches of agricultural Bank of 
China, China Construction Bank, China Post, and more. For a list of 
locations, visit www.westernunion.cn/en or call 800 820 8668 (press 
2 for service in English). 

Troubleshooting Tips
Fake bills are rife in China and citizens aren’t incentivized to turn 
them in. That’s because there’s very little recourse; if you bring them 
to a bank, they’ll make a note of it and confiscate the fake bills, but 
not replace your money. as a result, people regularly try to shift fake 
bills onto others. 

Foreigners should be particularly careful with taxis. If you pay the 
fare with a RMB 100 bill, a dishonest driver might might surrepti-
tiously replace it with a fake, make a big show of examining it and 
hand it back to you while claiming that you gave them a fake. Mini-
mize the risk by having smaller denominations on you as much as 
possible and keeping an eye on the driver when you’re paying. 

not even aTM machines are safe. Hedge your bets by only taking 
out money during business hours, using withdraw-only machines, 
and limiting the amount taken out per transaction. Don’t leave the 
aTM without checking your bills first, and do so conspicuously under 
the camera over the machine. If you get fake bills, note the aTM 
machine number and either go to the bank counter or call the bank’s 
hotline from the phone attached to the wall. There’s no guarantee 
that you’ll get your money back even if you follow these procedures 
– in fact, most people won’t go through the mafan and just eat the 
loss or try to pass the fake bills onto someone else – but you’ll stand 
a much better chance than if you do nothing. 
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Cards on the Table
online shopping with Taobao and WeChat Wallet

by Sijia Chen

I
t’s inevitable. one day, you’ll ask a friend where they got their latest purchase and receive the following answer: “Taobao.” With 760 
million listings as of March 2013, Taobao is China’s largest online shopping site. Its name translates roughly to “searching for treasure,” 
but frustrated foreigners might describe online shopping more like a wild goose chase. For one thing, Taobao is entirely in Chinese. Sec-
ondly, the layout isn’t exactly user-friendly with all of its tiny links and features. Thirdly, payment requires the use of online banking or 

alipay, a Paypal-like service in which funds are held in escrow until the merchandise is received. unless you signed up for alipay a long time 
ago, only the former is easily accessible to foreign nationals because alipay requires a shenfenzheng (Chinese ID). Don’t worry; with a bit of 
patience, you too will be doing online shopping in no time. 

The first step is set up online banking (turn to p42 for instruc-
tions on opening a bank account). Bring your passport and 
debit card to your local bank branch. Go with a Chinese 
speaker or say the following: wo xiang shenqing wanshang 
yinhang (“I want to apply for online banking”). Take a number 
and wait, then repeat your request to the clerk. you’ll be 
asked to choose a six-digit PIn for online banking and maybe 
given a gadget that generates random passwords for signing 
into your online account (we’ve never had to use this).

Setting up a Taobao account is a piece of cake thanks to the 
website’s new English signup interface. users are limited to one 
account per mobile number. on the homepage, click the tiny  
免费注册  (“free registration”) on the top left corner of the 
screen. you can register via mobile or email, though it’s moot 
since you’ll be asked for your number even if you choose  the 
email option. you’ll receive a six-digit verification code on your 
mobile, then be asked to choose a username and password. 
Voila! you can now engage in rampant online consumerism.

Paying with Online Banking

on the Taobao payment screen, there are options for debit 
cards (储蓄卡), credit cards (信用卡), QR code scanning (扫
码支付), and cash/other (现金/其他). Scroll down until you 
see 网上银行 (“online banking”). It’s easy to miss because 
the dropdown menu is collapsed by default. Click on the blue 
characters 选择其他 (“Select another option”).

a pop-up window will emerge with all supported banks. Don’t 
confuse your bank’s logo with the ones at the bottom; the 
latter are meant for businesses. Click on the orange “next” 
button (下一步).

Step 1 Step 2

Activating Online Banking Registering on Taobao
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last summer, social media platform WeChat introduced its own 
one-click payment system called WeChat Wallet. you must have 
online banking enabled beforehand. Here’s how to set up:

1. under “Me,” click “Wallet.”
2. Choose a six-digit payment PIn. 
3. Enter your debit card number and the name associated with 
the bank account. The latter must be entered exactly as it 
appears in your account. If you get it wrong more than three 

on the next screen, you’ll be asked for alipay details that 
include the dreaded shenfenzheng. Skip all that noise by 
scrolling down and clicking on the small blue characters 登陆

网银付款 (“sign into online payment”). 

Don’t tick the box. Instead, click on the orange button that 
says 登陆到网上银行付款.

a new tab will open with your bank’s online payment site (you’ll 
need to install a security plug-in to use it). Enter your debit 
card number. Select 借记卡 (“debit card”). Click on the blue 
button that says 下一步 (“next”).

Click 免费获取 (“obtain for free”) next to the first field; 
you’ll receive a six-digit security code on your mobile phone. 
Enter it in the first field. In the second field, enter your six-
digit online banking PIn. Click 确定支付 (“confirm payment”). 
a little white window will pop up; click 确定 (“confirm”) again. 

Congrats! you just made your first Taobao purchase; you should 
also get a confirmation on your mobile phone. The process is 
similar for most websites, including amazon China and JD.com. 

Using WeChat Wallet

times, you’ll be barred from trying again for a certain amount of 
time.
4. Enter the six-digit verification code sent to your mobile phone. 

use WeChat Wallet to pay for taxis, movies, plane tickets, 
and more. you can even send money to friends, which means no 
more awkward dinners with bills to break. Funds sent to you will 
sit in your WeChat Wallet balance; you can “withdraw” them to 
deposit them into your bank account. 

Step 3 Step 4

Step 5

Step 6
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W
hen Missouri native Jessica Rapp started collecting 
donations for a series of pop-up thrift sales around 
Beijing, she found herself with the problem space. For 
a few months, she stored bags full of second-hand 

clothes, accessories, and tchotchkes at her house, but soon needed 
another solution. 

“I’d essentially moved out of my apartment before going to the 
uS last october but was still storing clothes there,” she says. “a 
bunch of people said I could keep stuff here and there, but the [most 
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All Things Considered
Too much stuff? Rent space from a self-storage service

by Sijia Chen

Jessica Rapp with the contents of her storage space at Koala

important] thing for me was having access to the clothes in one 
place. It was very stressful.”

at the time, Rapp was the style and nightlife editor of the  
Beijinger (beijingkids ’ sister magazine). She saw an ad for a self-
storage company called Koala Mini Storage in one of the magazine 
issues and started using the service shortly after. “Basically you get 
a storage space, pay monthly or pay three or six months upfront for 
a discount, and they give you a key and passcode,” she says. “you 
have 24-hour access to the space, which is really nice.” This allows 
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Resources

China Self Storage 万福金安自助仓储

Daily 24hrs. Jin’an Building, Tianzhu Huayuan Xijie, Shunyi 
District (400 600 6378, info@selfstorageinchina.com) www.
selfstorageinchina.com顺义区天竺花园西街金安大厦

Koala Mini Storage 考拉迷你仓

Daily 24hrs. 1) Bldg 10, 3 Qingnian lu Xili, Chaoyang District 
(5206 2431) www.koalaministorage.com 朝阳区青年路西里3号

院10号楼; 2) B1-B2, 28 Dongzhimen Waidajie, Chaoyang District 
(6415 8622) 朝阳区东直门外大街B1-B2; 3) B2/F, Huayuan Shiji 
Commercial Building, 88 Shuangqing lu, Haidian District (6257 
7946) 海淀区双清路88号华源世纪商务楼B2层; 4) Rm a101, B1/F, 
unit 2, Bldg 1, 3 Xiadian, Chaoyang District (400 017 8889) 朝
阳区下甸甲3号院1号楼2单元B1-a101

Thrift
If you’re interested in donating clothing or attending one of  
Jessica Rapp’s thrift sales, add her on WeChat at jmrapp19. 

Rapp to sort clothes at her own pace; whatever she can’t use in her 
thrift sales, she donates to charity organizations like Roundabout. 

Self-storage services can also be useful for expats moving to 
Beijing. It can be tough to find a spacious, western-style apartment 
here. If you’re moving to Beijing from another overseas posting, 
you may find there isn’t enough space for all your belongings. Self-
storage facilities can buy you some time and peace of mind. 

The idea is simple: rent a locker, put your stuff in it, slap a pad-
lock on the door, and access it whenever you want. usually, self-
storage companies have affordable prices, flexible storage terms, 
round-the-clock security, and 24-hour customer service. In Beijing, 
two companies stand out for their English service and convenient 
storage locations: Koala Mini Storage and China Self Storage. 

Koala Mini Storage
Koala rents out containers ranging from 1 to 30 cubic meters. accord-
ing to Koala’s website, the “large” container (9 cubic meters) is spa-
cious enough to store furniture and appliances from a one- to two-
bedroom apartment. Security is key (pun not intended), with each 
of Koala’s four locations guarded with security cameras, electronic 
gates, smoke detectors, and fire alarms. In addition, only customers 
have access to their storage locker. Koala has branches in Sanlitun, 
the CBD, Ciyunsi, and Wudaokou. lockers can be rented weekly or 
monthly, with prices ranging from RMB 100 to RMB 1,500 per month 
depending on storage size and needs. If you’re unsure which size you 
need, contact Koala to speak to a consultant. The company also offers 
storage for businesses and corporations, and moving help through 
local partners Zenda International and Trust Mover International.

China Self Storage
one of the few self-storage facilities based in Shunyi, China Self 
Storage provides custom-sized storage units at low prices and flex-
ible storage periods. like Koala, customers have access to their 
locker 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Security features include 
a warehouse-wide alarm system and full-time camera surveillance. 
The website has a handy online reservation tool that estimates how 
many cubic meters customers will need for their belongings. There’s 
also a section with detailed tips for storing fragile items like pianos, 
chinaware, and blackwood furniture. When in doubt, call the China 
Self Storage hotline or chat with a customer service rep online. 
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Hey, What’s In My Home? 

NURSERY

BEDROOM

Lead 
lead is a naturally occurring element that is toxic to humans and 
animals when ingested or inhaled. It’s particularly harmful to 
children, who are vulnerable to impairments in their neurological 
development. Common sources of lead include paint, ceramics, 
pipes and plumbing materials, toys, solders, gasoline, batteries, 
ammunition, and cosmetics. lead exposure is one of the fore-
most causes of child mortality in China. Kids are at a higher risk 
of absorbing lead, as they may touch objects containing lead; 
ingest foods or drinks containing lead; use plates or glasses con-
taining lead; inhale dust from lead-based paint or lead-contami-
nated soil; or play with toys containing lead.

Volatile Organic Compounds (VOCs)
VoCs are a group of odorless, carbon-based chemicals that 
evaporate quickly at room temperature. Indoor environments 
usually count up to ten times higher levels of VoCs than out-
doors. VoCs are given off by thousands of products, including 
paints and lacquers, paint strippers, cleaning products, pesti-
cides, building materials, furnishings, printers, corrector fluid, 
glues and adhesives, and permanent markers. This can cause 
long-term damage to the liver, kidneys, and central nervous 
system. Some VoCs are known carcinogens.  

Particulate and Allergens
air pollution is made up of various components; among them is par-
ticulate matter, which is commonly referred to as PM. Particles that 
are 10 micrometers in diameter or smaller can pass through the 
throat and nose then enter the lungs (find out more about air pollu-
tion on p32). PM can still be found indoors, as leaving windows and 
doors open over a prolonged period of time can lead to buildup. Dust 
mites, animal dander, and even cockroaches can trigger allergic reac-
tions for sufferers of asthma and other chronic respiratory diseases. If 
possible, use a vacuum cleaner with a HEPa filter; a regular vacuum 
cleaner is likely to spit particulate matter and allergens back out.

Common indoor pollutants 

by Nimo Wanjau
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Formaldehyde
Formaldehyde is a type of VoC considered 
by the uS national Toxicology Program to 
be a “known human carcinogen.” It can be 
found in building materials such as plywood, 
paneling, pressed-wood products, and urea 
formaldehyde foam insulation (uFFI), a 
type of resin used in adhesives, finishes, 
and medium-density fiberboard. uFFI was 
banned in the US and Canada in the mid 
1980s due to concerns over formaldehyde 
vapor. In Beijing, however, some homes still 
contain uFFI and pose a serious health con-
cern for families.
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M
any expats worry about outdoor air pollution, but indoor 
air quality is equally – if not more important – consider-
ing that most people’s first recourse is to stay home on 
smoggy days. Ensuring a low aQI at home isn’t the only 

priority; common indoor pollutants other than PM2.5 must be tested 
for and tackled differently. 

When it comes to testing for indoor pollutants, one company 
comes up a lot: Pureliving. Pureliving works with companies, 
schools, relocation companies, and real estate managers to conduct 
tests and offer strategies for improving air and water quality, and 

To find out more about Pureliving, visit the company’s website at 
www.purelivingchina.com or call 6500 8058.

BATHROOM

BASEMENT

Carbon Dioxide (CO2)
Carbon dioxide is a colorless, odorless gas occurring both 
naturally and as a result of human activities such as burning 
gasoline, coal, oil, and wood. Indoors, Co2 levels are depen-
dent on the number of people in the house, how long an 
area has been occupied, the amount of fresh air circulating 
in the area from outdoors, the size of the room or area, and 
whether combustion by-products are contaminating indoor air 
(e.g. idling vehicles near air intakes, leaky furnaces, tobacco 
smoke). When there is too much Co2, the lack of oxygen can 
cause reduced organ function and permanent damage to the 
brain and heart.

Mold 
outdoors, molds play an important part in the natural cycle 
by breaking down dead organic matter such as fallen leaves 
and dead trees. Indoors, however, mold growth is to be 
avoided. Molds reproduce by means of tiny spores; the 
spores are invisible to the naked eye and float through the 
air. Mold may begin growing indoors when spores land on 
moist surfaces, increasing the likelihood of respiratory dis-
eases in both adults and children.

Radon 
Radon is a colorless, odorless gas found in nearly all soil types 
and that seeps in from underground. When inhaled, it gives 
off radioactive particles that can damage the cells lining the 
lung; in fact, radon is the number one cause of lung cancer 
among non-smokers. It can be found in both old and new 
houses, well-insulated or drafty, with or without a basement. 
Radon can enter homes via pathways such as openings in 
floor caulking and sealants around pipes. Built-up air pressure 
between the foundation of the building and the soil can also 
cause radon to be drawn into the house. There is also some 
concern over marble and granite, which are mined from the 
soil and contain trace amounts of radioactive elements called 
naturally occurring Radioactive Mineral (noRMs). The latter 
can emit measurable amounts of radiation and radon gas, but 
this depends on where the granite or marble was mined. 

KITCHEN

reducing exposure to mold and lead. For more on securing clean 
drinking water, see p36. 

Factors that might affect the health and safety conditions of your 
home include the location, housing type, and age of the building. 
When you move in, ask your agent, landlord, or management office 
for a history of the home, including the year it was built, the date 
it was last renovated, and materials used to build the house; this 
will make the testing process much easier. Typically, after a home is 
tested for indoor pollutants, a full report is produced with the most 
pressing issues to be tackled and a list of recommendations.
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H
aving a baby is an exciting time, but being away from 
home can make the experience feel overwhelming. With 
concerns that range from finding a pediatrician to getting 
baby to sleep through the night, the last thing new par-

ents need to worry about is being able to find quality products. For-
tunately, there are many options in Beijing. We outline a few of our 
favorite shops so new parents can spend more time on what really 
matters – like when they can fit in a nap!

3, 2, 1, Shop! 
Co-founded by a beijingkids board member, Counting Sheep is a 
go-to source for maternity and baby gear. The store stocks products for 
baby and mom, including BabyGanics safe laundry detergents. Brands 
include Stokke, Bloom, Boob, Baby Bjorn, Ergo Carriers, Hotslings, Bra-
vado, Chicobello, Fleurville, BamBam, Big Bobby Cars, and Trunki.

Geared Up
Where to go for all things baby

by Yvette Ferrari

Mothercare is a British chain specializing in clothing, home and 
travel, and toys for babies and young children. The shop carries its 
own brand of clothes for kids 6 and under as well as a wide range 
of nursery furniture and equipment. Find maternity clothes, strollers, 
bedding, car seats, playpens, baby monitors, and everything you 
need for nursing, including nipple cream, bras, and nursing pillows. 
Brands include Britax, Maclaren, and Cybex.  

baby international is a three-in-one family restaurant, play center, 
and baby retailer. The parent-owned shop stocks essentials such 
as strollers, car seats, cribs, and toys. Moms who pump their own 
breast milk can find BPa-free bottles for storage and feeding as well 
as sterilizing equipment. Imported formula is also available. Inter-
national brands include Happybellies, Bugaboo, Ergo Baby, Ecobibi, 
and Medela Purelan.
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Resources

baby international 国际宝贝

Daily 10am-7pm. 2 Jiangtai lu, Chaoyang District (8450 1189) 
www.baby-international.com朝阳区将台路2号

Counting Sheep Children’s Boutique 洋洋宝宝店

1) Sun-Thu 10am-7pm, Fri-Sat 10am-8pm. 17 Gongti Beilu,  
Chaoyang District (6417 7622, ask@countingsheepboutique.com) 
www.countingsheepboutique.com 朝阳区工体北路17号; 2) Daily 
10am-10pm. l3-38, Indigo Mall, 18 Jiuxianqiao lu, Chaoyang  
District (8420 0451) 朝阳区酒仙桥路18号颐堤港3层38店铺

Motherswork
Daily 10am-10pm. Store l-VDM-20, Block 2, Solana lifestyle and 
Shopping Park, 6 Chaoyang Gongyuan lu, Chaoyang District 
(5905 6905) 朝阳区朝阳公园路6号院蓝色港湾国际商区2号楼

L-VDM-20号店铺

Toys “R” Us and Babies “R” Us 玩具反斗城

1) Daily 10am-10pm. Rm 52, B1/F, CapitaMall Taiyanggong, 12 
Taiyanggong Zhonglu, Chaoyang District (8429 7072) www.toys-
rus.com.cn 朝阳区朝阳区太阳宫中路12号凯德广场B1层52号; 2) 
Daily 10am-10pm. Rm 10, 5/F, Joy City Chaoyang, 101 Chaoyang 
Beilu, Chaoyang District (8552 2898) 朝阳区朝阳区朝阳北路101

号朝阳大悦城5F-10

Mothercare, leyou, BHG Marketplace, april Gourmet, and 
Jenny lou’s have multiple store locations. For a complete list of 
addresses, visit our online directories at beijing-kids.com.

Buy, Buy Baby
not a fan of in-store shopping? not a problem. Shop online at 
Leyou instead. This Chinese online store has toys, furniture, ther-
mometers, breast pumps, diapers, spoons, bottles, formula, baby 
food, and more. Prices are competitive, but the website is in Chinese 
only. Toy brands include Chicco, Koochie, Play Doh, Playwell, and 
Ravensburer. 

Taobao, Amazon China, and JD.com are also invaluable 
resources for parents-to-be. a quick search turned up essentials for 
mom and baby at heavily-discounted rates. There’s everything from 
nursing necessities to diapers, wipes, baby furniture, toys, and items 
to babyproof your home such as corner safety bumpers. If your  
Chinese is limited, enlist the help of Chinese-speaking friend or use 
a Taobao agent. turn to p46 go learn how to set up online banking. 

Taking Care of Business
Split pants are still the norm for toilet training in Beijing, but parents 
won’t have trouble finding cloth or disposable diapers. Most foreign 
supermarkets like April Gourmet and Jenny Lou’s will carry dis-
posable ones while BHG Marketplace has its own brand of dispos-
able diapers at good value. you can also order disposable or cloth 
diapers in bulk online through Amazon China or Taobao. Interna-
tional brands include Huggies, Pampers, nature Babycare, Seventh 
Generation, and Rumparooz one Size Cloth Diaper.
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Help! I Need Somebody
Hiring an ayi and a driver in Beijing

text by Sally Wilson, photo by Dave PiXSTUDIO

From left: Shi ayi, lily Copeland (age 8), her sister Jules Copeland (6), and the family driver, Mr. Wang
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a
ffordable domestic help is one of the luxuries of expat life in 
China. Whether you need a driver or someone to help with 
childcare and household chores like cooking and cleaning, 
domestic help will make life easier. as your employees, they 

will help you and your family to navigate some of the more challeng-
ing aspects of living in Beijing. When it comes to dealing with main-
tenance guys, tracking down missing parcels, or sourcing produce 
you just can’t find in your local store, they’ll prove invaluable during 
this period of transition.

While drivers may be assigned to executives by their company, 
domestic helpers (known in Beijing as ayis) will almost always be 
hired by the family, either directly or via an agency. you’ll need to do 
an interview, so it’s a good idea to ask someone to act as a transla-
tor so that both you and the prospective ayi are clear about expec-
tations and benefits. 

Do your research by browsing expat forums on the Internet, 
asking around your compound or building management, and seek-
ing advice from other parents. Get a benchmark for ayi and driver 
working hours, average pay, overtime rates (if any), and the range 
of duties they can be expected to perform. 

once you have a list of applicants, start by checking their  
references and don’t hesitate to contact previous employers. ask 
as many questions as you feel are necessary. This person will have 
a significant place in your family’s life, so find out exactly what you 
want to know and clear up any issues that may arise. Communicate 
your expectations clearly and emphasize what’s most important. If 
you’re looking for help with childcare, experience in looking after 
foreign children is a must. If you’re looking for someone to shop, 
prepare, and cook most of your meals, they need a repertoire that 
goes beyond fried rice.  

The interview is a good opportunity to see how much English the 
applicant speaks, if any. you might consider asking the prospective 
ayi or driver to go through a trial. Perhaps the ayi could prepare 
a meal or do some cleaning, so you can get a better picture of 
whether she’s what you’re looking for and will be a good fit for your 
needs. With drivers, hire them for a day to see their driving style 
and general familiarity with Beijing. It is customary to pay the appli-
cant a day rate for any trial.

     Remember, if you’re 
happy and your ayi is 
happy, that’s all that 
really matters
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Questions to consider when hiring an ayi:

• Does she speak English? If so, how well?
• Do you want her to speak English with your children, or help 
them develop their Mandarin?
• Has she worked with foreign families before? If so, were 
their customs and background similar to yours?
• Has she undergone a recent health check? If not, you may 
want to insist she does so, although you would have to cover 
the cost.
• Is she certified in CPR and first aid?
• How old were the children she has cared for in the past? 
• How much experience does she have caring for babies?
• Is she available for babysitting and/or on weekends?
• Does she have any experience looking after pets? Does she 
have any allergies?
• Do you need her to cook? Do you want her to cook western 
food?
• Do you want a live-in ayi? If so, what living requirements 
does your ayi have and can you accommodate her needs?
• Does she live close by? This can affect her availability, should 
you need her off-hours.
• Do you want a trial period? This is normally a minimum of 
three weeks and a maximum of three months.
• Is she trustworthy? Was she referred to you by a friend? If 
not, can you keep a copy of her Chinese ID card?
• What exactly do you want your ayi to do? Be specific about 
the daily responsibilities required, as well as a list of additional 
tasks such looking after the children at birthday parties.
• Discuss all aspects of money and time, including pay, over-
time, raises, bonuses, holiday leave, and sick leave.

Looking for an Ayi or Driver
June and December are prime relocation times, and many employ-
ment contracts will end then. These are the best months to find full-
time help. Recommendations from outgoing families in your work 
community are a great place to start, and ayis or drivers may feel 
more comfortable staying on with employees from the same company. 

If there are no such leads, look in the classified sections of expat 
magazines like the Beijinger and yahoo! Groups such as Beijing 
Mamas and Beijing Café. Many ayis will post employment ads at for-
eign supermarkets and in expat-heavy apartment compounds. Bear 
in mind that the ayi didn’t necessarily write the ad herself; in fact, 
it’s quite rare to find an English-speaking ayi. Sometimes, the build-
ing management will also have leads. 

 an ayi agency can potentially simplify the process, but this 
requires an evaluation of the agents first. your company may rec-
ommend an agency vetted in advance. Going through an agency 
will likely increase the cost of the hiring and perhaps monthly rates, 
although it’s easier to change ayis if the first one isn’t satisfactory. 
Be sure to clarify how the fees are split between the agency and 
the ayi to ensure fair treatment and avoid any misunderstandings.  
Going through an agency can take some of the guesswork out of 
the process, with background checks, health checks, and training 
sometimes offered. When interviewing an ayi who has come through 
an agency, it’s best to use your own go-between rather than rely 
on the agency’s translator. agencies generally require a member-
ship or management fee, but the monthly pay goes directly to the 
ayi. agency websites are a great resource for pay ranges, which are 
clearly outlined according to qualifications, language ability, hours 
and other criteria. 

along with establishing expectations for routine tasks, it’s also 
important to discuss holiday periods in advance. How much time 
will the employee have off for Chinese new year and other national 
holidays? Will they receive a guaranteed bonus (often referred to as 
a “13th-month bonus”)? Many ayis will expect this. Will they receive 
full salary while you are away on vacation? Will you need her to 
travel with you, including out of the country? Different ayis have dif-
ferent strengths and experiences. Expect to spend a fair bit of time 
showing them what “clean” means to you. at the beginning, demon-
strate down to the cleaning product how you would like tasks to be 
done, including laundry, ironing, and tidying.

If you are interested in a particular posting or referral, contact the 
candidate immediately; good ayis are always in demand. Remember, 
if you’re happy and your ayi is happy, that’s all that really matters. It 
may take a try or two to get it right, but putting in the effort to find 
and train your ayi will yield positive results for all concerned. 

Drivers usually own their cars, so start by considering the type 
of vehicle you need and what it will be used for (e.g. commuting, 
school runs, weekend outings), followed by the applicants them-
selves. Buying a car in Beijing is highly restricted, so often a driver 
is your only choice for personal transportation. They can be hired 
directly or through a car rental company; the latter have certain cer-
tifications and requirements for the people they employ. Car rental 
companies also have a pool of vehicles to choose from. 

as a point of reference, car rental companies charge between 
RMB 4,000 and RMB 6,000 per month for an English-speaking driver. 
This does not include gas or toll fees. Standard hours for drivers 
are 7am to 6pm from Monday to Saturday. If you need a driver off-
hours, expect to pay overtime – around RMB 10 per hour during the 
week, RMB 20 per hour on Sundays, and RMB 30 per hour on holi-
days. also, be considerate. If you plan on using your driver for night 
outings, you may want to give them the next day off – they had a 
long night too.

Questions to consider when hiring a driver:

• How many years of experience do they have as a personal 
driver?
• Do you need them to speak English?
• Do they have any experience with expat families?
• Have they ever been involved in an accident?
• What kind of car do they drive?
• How much will their salary be? Will there be overtime pay?
• How much will their annual bonus be?
• What will be their standard working hours?
• What holidays will they be entitled to? With full or reduced 
pay?
• Do they know the city and suburbs well? 
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Resources

Ayi Agencies 

Beijing Ayi Housekeeping Service Co. Ltd. 
北京家福来劳务服务有限公司 
Mon-Fri 9am-5pm. Rm 220, Sanxia Zhaoshang Dasha, 11 Jiuxi-
anqiao Lu, Chaoyang District (6434 5647, 6434 5648, 139 1136 
3252, service@bjayi.com) bjayi.com 朝阳区酒仙桥路甲11号三

峡招商大厦213A室  

Beijing EX-PATS Service 北京易杨家美信息咨询有限公司 
Mon-Fri 8.30am-5.30pm. Rm 6003, 6/F, Ambassador Mansion, 
21 Jiuxianqiao Lu, Chaoyang District (6438 1634) expatslife.
com 朝阳区酒仙桥路乙21号国宾大厦6层6003

Beijing Sunnyhome Housekeeping Service 
北京午后阳光家政服务有限公司 
Mon-Sat 9am-5.30pm. Rm3022, 3/F, Shiyi Hotel, 1 Jiuxianqiao 
Lu, Chaoyang District (5288 4727, 133 6636 9720) bjayiservice.
com 朝阳区酒仙桥路1号世一休闲商务酒店3层3022室  

Beijing Huijia Ayi Housekeeping Service Company 
北京汇佳家政 
Daily 8am-10pm. 16 Qianquhe, Gaoliying Zhen, Shunyi District 
(6040 9096) beijingayiservice.com 顺义区高丽营镇前渠河16号

Nanny Beijing 和锐森国际家政服务

Rm 901, Building 3-3, B-Area, Regal Court, 23 West Da Wang 
Lu, Chaoyang District (5642 9208, 159 1050 7956, nannybei-
jing@hotmail.com) nannybeijing.com 朝阳区西大望路23

号珠江帝景B 区3号楼3单元901

Car and Driver Agencies  

Beijing Top Rated Car Rental Service 
北京首选顺达商务服务有限公司 
Daily 24 hours. Rm 1012, B Tower, 39 Dongsanhuan Zhonglu 
(6504 7266, car-rentl@live.com) sxsdcar.com 朝阳区东四环中

路39号B座1012室  

Beijing TOP-A Vehicle Service 途安汽车租赁 
Mon-Fri 8.30am-5.30pm. Rm 6003, 6/F, Ambassador Mansion, 
21 Jiuxianqiao Lu, Chaoyang District (6438 1634) expatslife.
com 朝阳区酒仙桥路乙21号国宾大厦6层6003  

Beijing North Star Car Rental Company 
北京北辰汽车租赁公司 
Mon-Fri 8.30am-5.30pm. 2/F, Bldg 14, Anyuan Beili, Chaoyang 
District (800 810 2280) 朝阳区安苑北里14号楼2层   

Beijing North Car Rental 北京北方汽车租赁有限公司 
Mon-Fri 8.30am-5.30pm. Rm 1031, New Fortune International, 
71 Chaoyang Lu, Chaoyang District (5136 8096) 朝阳区朝阳路

71号锐城国际1031室  

First Choice Car Rental Service 北京嘉驰商务服务有限公司 
Daily 24hrs. Rm 507, Partview Center, 5 Fangyuan Xilu, 
Dongcheng District (6434 0778, 6433 7408) fccars.cn 东城区朝

阳区芳园里西路5号丽园中心507室   

AAA Expatcar  
Daily 9am-5pm. 18 Liyuan Beijie, Tongzhou District (8152 3060, 
sales@expatcar.com) expatcar.com 通州区梨园北街18号院

Glossary

Here’s a collection of the various 
terms and functions applied to the 
people who make life easier: 

Yuesao 月嫂

Yuesao  specialize in caring for 
mothers and newborns, typically 
doing everything from cooking 
and cleaning to feeding and even  
serving as a lactation consultant. 
Most are contracted through agen-
cies and demand premium prices 
due to the specialized nature of 
their work. 

Ayi 阿姨

This is how an older, unfamiliar 
woman is addressed in Chinese 
society – especially by children – 
but in this case refers to a female 
domestic helper. It specifically 
applies to domestic helpers (both 
live-in and part-time) who help with 
cleaning and housework. 

Jishi 技师

Typically addressed as shifu (师
傅, “master”), jishi are the skilled 
repairmen you call when your toilet 
clogs up or your air conditioner 
stops working. There are more spe-
cific terms for plumbers (管子工, 
guanzi gong) and electricians (电工, 
dian gong). 

Wuye 物业

The building management (or wuye) 
is responsible for managing your 
residential compound or apartment 
block, including the general upkeep 
of the buildings, grounds, and facili-
ties. Although many are quite pro-
fessional, bear in mind that property 
management companies don’t make 
money from extensive repairs.

Xiaoshi Gong 小时工

Xiaoshi gong are cleaners paid by 
the hour who work freelance, for an 
ayi agency, or wuye. Hourly wages 
usually range from RMB 25 to RMB 
30 and go up for labor-intensive 
tasks like floor waxing. For smaller 
apartments and young profession-
als, xiaoshi gong may be a better 
choice than a regular ayi.
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n
othing beats the convenience of ordering food straight to your doorstep, especially when you’re still in the middle 
of unpacking boxes. not only does it take the guesswork out of figuring out what to make for lunch or dinner, but 
kids are always happy for the treat. In Beijing, we are fortunate enough to have a wealth of English-friendly deliv-
ery services with a variety of cuisine to choose from. So the next time you’re pressed for time or simply need a 

break from the kitchen, just head to the computer and place your order.

Fast Food
ordering in made easy 

Updated by Yvette Ferrari and Patrick Li

Delivery Services

Sherpa’s
Founded in 1999, Sherpa’s is one of several delivery aggregators 
that partner with restaurants across central Beijing. There are family-
friendly eateries such as Wagas, El Gran Bocado, and Pizza+ (which 
also has its own delivery service). Most restaurants don’t require a 
minimum order.

Delivery zones: Chaoyang and Dongcheng District
Delivery fee: Starts at RMB 15 and increases according to distance. 
Sherpa’s has a happy hour promotion from 1-6pm on weekdays where 
the delivery fee is waived if the total is RMB 20 or less. 
Average delivery time: 45 minutes
English service? yes, English-speaking operators and English web-
site
How to order: Sherpa’s has a four-step process. First, enter your 
street name or neighborhood in the search bar. a list of the restau-
rants closest to you will appear on the next page, along with the deliv-
ery fee for each. after you choose a restaurant, you’ll be prompted 
to choose what you want to order. Confirm your order, after which an 
email is sent to you with the total and estimated delivery time.
Contact and delivery hours: Daily 10.30am-10.30pm, closed 
during major holidays. 400 600 6209, www.sherpa.com.cn

Eleme 饿了么
Eleme is a Shanghai-based delivery service with a wider range 
of Chinese restaurants. Dishes vary from Guilin noodle soup to 
Jingdingxuan dim sum, with a few western restaurants and fast 
food chains such as Blue Frog and Burger King with lower delivery  
fees. 

Delivery zones: Chaoyang, Dongcheng, Xicheng, and Haidian
Delivery fee: Some restaurants offer free delivery; most charge 
RMB 5. 
Average delivery time: It varies by restaurant, but Eleme has 
a late policy where customers get 30 percent off if the food takes 

Jinshisong 锦食送
along with Sherpa’s, Jinshisong is one of the larger 
delivery services for western restaurants. It has inter-
national and Chinese selections.

Delivery zones: Chaoyang, Dongcheng, Xicheng, and 
Haidian
Delivery fee: Starts at RMB 15, though many restau-
rants offer free delivery within 3km. There is a mini-
mum order of RMB 68. 
Average delivery time: 45 minutes
English service? yes, English-speaking operators and 
English website.
How to order: Select a type of cuisine on the website, 
followed by the restaurant and menu selections. When 
checking out, fill in your name, phone number, and 
address. Click on your area on the map to find out how 
much the delivery fee costs. after finalizing your order, 
you’ll receive a text message on your mobile. Registered 
users can track their order via GPS on the website. 
Contact and delivery hours: Daily 10.30am- 
10.30pm (hotline). 400 030 0517, www.jinshisong.com
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more than 70 minutes to arrive and 50 percent off if it takes 
more than 90 minutes to arrive.
English service? no, both the website and hotline are in  
Chinese only. 
How to order: Select a restaurant on the website, followed by 
menu selections. When checking out, fill in your name, phone 
number and address. you can leave a short message to the res-
taurant for requests like making food extra spicy, extra rice, etc. 
after finalizing your order, you’ll receive a text message with the 
phone number of the delivery man. 
Contact and delivery hours: Daily 9.30am-9.30pm (hotline). 
400 055 7117, www.ele.me
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These are just a few of the family-friendly restaurants that offer delivery. Be sure to also check out lily’s american Diner, Ganges, Wagas, 
Green Bites, and obentos. For full listings, visit our website at www.beijing-kids.com.

Standalone Restaurants

KK Rabbit
Though more limited than Sherpa’s or Jinshisong, KK Rabbit 
offers a range of international and Chinese cuisine. operators 
can also take orders through MSn and Skype.

Delivery zones: Guomao, Sanlitun, and Chaoyang Park
Delivery fee: RMB 15 for addresses within 3km of the res-
taurant. There’s an extra RMB 7 for every kilometer after that. 
When you place an order through the website, KK Rabbit will 
call you within ten minutes to tell you the correct delivery fee; 
the website tends to overestimate the fee as a conservative 
measure.
Average delivery time: 40 minutes
English service? yes, English-speaking operators and English 
website
How to order: narrow down your selection by different cui-
sines, delivery areas, or types of food (e.g. pizza). KK Rabbit 
calculates the delivery time and total after you enter your 
address. To check out, type in your name, telephone number, 
address, and any special requests you may have. ordering 
online gets you a free drink (Sprite, Coke, or water). 
Contact and delivery hours: Daily 10.30am-10.30pm 
(hotline), delivery hours vary from restaurant to restaurant. 
400 720 1717, www.kkrabbit.com.cn

Annie’s 安妮
This award-winning Italian chain is 
a godsend to parents with hungry 
ch i ldren who need food now . 
Founded in 1999, annie’s offers 
pasta, pizza, salads, and antipasti at 
low prices. Their delivery service is 
quick, friendly, and geared towards 
families. There’s a kids’ menu with 
choices l ike chicken strips and 
cheesy penne pasta.

Delivery zones: Sanlitun, Ritan 
Park, Chaoyang Park, CBD, Shunyi, 
Wangjing, and lido
Delivery fee: none
Average delivery time: 
30-40 minutes
English service? yes, English-
speaking operators and website.
How to order: online ordering isn’t 
available for now, so browse the 
menu on annie’s website and call 
the branch closest to you for deliv-
ery.
Contact and delivery hours: 
Daily 10.30am-10.30pm. 
www.annies.com.cn

Gung Ho! Gourmet Pizza 
Factory 叫板比萨
Gung Ho! is known for its ever-
changing pizza box art and super-
positive, pink-shirted delivery guys. 
Delivery tends to be fast and there are 
many meal combos (including a kids’ 
combo) with pizza, pasta, or salad as 
well as a side dish and drinks.

Delivery zones: Sanlitun, Shuangjing, 
and lido
Delivery fee: none
Average delivery time: The website 
says 45-60 minutes, but the Gung-Ho! 
guys are often much faster than that.
English service? yes, English-speak-
ing operators and website
How to order: Call or order online. 
Customers have the option of paying 
with a Chinese bank card; ask for the 
delivery man to bring the PoS system.
Contact and delivery hours: Daily 
11am-11pm. 5135 8557 (lido), 5876 
5262 (Shuangjing), 5738 9040 (lido), 
www.gunghopizza.com

Element Fresh 新元素
Element Fresh has been popular among 
families since it opened in 2002. The 
Shanghai-based chain is known for its 
healthy fare, including tasty salads, 
sandwiches, and smoothies. note that 
delivery can be slow during lunch hour, 
as this is the restaurant’s peak hour;  
call well ahead of time to one of the 
seven locations in Beijing.

Delivery zones: lido, Indigo, Solana, 
Sanlitun, Dongdaqiao, and CBD
Delivery fee: Free with a minimum 
order of RMB 40 or more
How to order: Call the hotline or order 
online. on the website, you’ll need to reg-
ister an account with a phone number and 
address. you can then browse the menu 
and add to your shopping cart before pro-
ceeding to check out. 
English service? yes, English-speaking 
operators and English website
Average delivery time: 40-60 min-
utes
Contact and delivery hours: Daily 
10am-10 pm. 6430 2170,  order. 
elementfresh.com

Youcansong 优餐送
youcansong delivers from a range of Chinese and international 
restaurants. In its own words, youcansong delivers “the best 
food with superior service.” 

Delivery zones: Chaoyang and Dongcheng District
Delivery fee: Delivery fee is calculated by the distance from 
the restaurant to your home. youcansong charges RMB 15 for 
the first 3km and RMB 5 for each additional kilometer. 
Average delivery time: 45-60 minutes 
English service? yes, English-speaking operators and English 
website 
How to order: you can place orders online, on your phone, 
or by calling youcansong’s hotline. on the website, begin by 
entering your location, then narrowing down your restaurant 
selection by distance, popularity, or cuisine type. Click “order” 
to select a restaurant and then, simply add to your shopping 
cart for check out. If you plan to pay with a Chinese bank 
card, make a note in your order. First-time customers who 
order online will receive RMB 15 off their first order and one 
free drink. 
Contact and delivery hours: Daily 10.30am to 10.30pm, 
delivery hours vary from restaurant to restaurant. 4000 700 
250, www.youcansong.com
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Finding Your Feet
Support networks and community involvement

by Sally Wilson
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From left: iNN President theresa ahdieh, Newsletter editor arunima Singh, 

Vice-President Melissa Vescio, and treasurer annette Hardy
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y
ou’ve arrived in a foreign country and you have a chance to 
reinvent yourself. everything is new and exciting, and there’s 
an adventure around every corner – that is, at first. Once 
the novelty wears off, the excitement can turn to bewilder-

ment, sometimes driving newcomers to a state of isolated frustra-
tion that we seasoned expats know all too well. that’s where a solid 
support network comes in. 

Support Groups and Networks
Beijing’s most visible newcomers’ group is the International New-
comers’ Network (INN). Founded in 1996, it is the largest and 
oldest volunteer newcomer association in mainland china. iNN’s 
mandate is simple: to welcome newcomers – any newcomers – and 
help them to integrate into life in Beijing. “iNN is where new and 
seasoned expats come to make new friends and reacquaint with 
old,” explains iNN President theresa ahdieh.  

With over 2,000 members from more than 200 countries, iNN 
is a platform for residents to share information, make new friends, 
attend social events, exchange resources, and find a sense of 
belonging. iNN is a completely volunteer-run organization that 
doesn’t rely on sponsors. People from all cultures, religions, profes-
sions, and walks of life are welcome. 

Regular iNN events include “iNN Nights out” for those interested in 
going out as a group and trying different restaurants each month, “iNN 
trekkie” day trips to explore major attractions and parks, “iNN coffee 
Mornings” for informal neighborhood gatherings, and “arrival Survival” 
in august, the most popular annual meeting of the year, which is timed 
to coincide with the arrival of many families in late summer.

For newcomers, everything about Beijing can feel foreign and 
overwhelming. “you will inevitably have questions about public 
transportation, basic utilities, domestic help, drivers, housing and 
landlords, banking and finances, visas, and more. these are just 
a few of the topics that continue to be covered by iNN at monthly 
gatherings,” says ahdieh. 

School Communities
For most families, school communities are the most natural way 
to meet people. Most international schools have an active parent 
group, committee, or body where you can get involved in organizing,  
fundraising for, or volunteering at school activities and events.

Hobby and Interest Groups
another way to get involved is through interest groups. The Beijing  
Guild is an informal crafting group that welcomes people of all 
nationalities interested in knitting, crochet and other crafts. the 

group hosts weekly sessions where crafters can have coffee, knit 
together, and exchange ideas in a friendly environment. the sassily-
named Stitch n’ Bitch serves a similar purpose, bringing people 
together over crocheting, knitting, needlepoint, and other crafts. 
Beijing Photo Walks is for amateur photographers who want to 
join informal photo walks around Beijing – a great way to explore 
the city while meeting new people. Sports are another fun way to 
meet people; turn to p70 to learn more about fitness options in  
Beijing.

Religious Organizations
Religious and cultural organizations can also bring people together 
and provide an immediate sense of community. Jewish families 
might seek out the Chabad House in lido and christian families 
can connect with Beijing International Christian Fellowship 
(BICF), the Congregation of the Good Shepherd (COGS), or 
the River of Grace Church. catholics can attend english service at 
the South Cathedral in Wangfujing.

Country- or Language-Specific Resources
A family from a specific country may find a support network through 
their embassy community. in fact, any expat can find their fellow 
countrymen and women via free groups like InterNations, which 
has an active Beijing chapter. 

you can also leverage your existing contacts by joining an alumni 
association or, if none exist, volunteering to start up a Beijing chap-
ter for your alma mater. alumni groups often have strong links to 
the embassy of the country where the university is located.

in addition, cultural centers like the French Institute, Instituto 
Cervantes, and the Italian Cultural Institute include libraries, 
film screenings, events, and classes open to the wider community. 

Parenting Support Groups
Bumps2Babes is a parenting support group for moms-to-be and 
new moms. the group holds regular meetings offering advice and 
support on everything from pregnancy, birthing, and the early stages 
of motherhood. 

La Leche League (LLL) is an international organization that 
provides information, support, and encouragement to women who 
want to breastfeed. it offers support meetings and telephone sup-
port from accredited lll leaders. the english-language meetings, 
which cover topics such as the benefits of breastfeeding, overcoming 
breastfeeding difficulties, nutrition, and weaning, take place on the 
second and last tuesday of every month; contact lll for meetings 
dates and locations.

      No specific skills are required to 
be a volunteer, just lots of smiles and 
a kind heart
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Online Groups
Useful online groups include Beijing Mamas, Beijing Café, and 
Beijing Exchange. These are great sources of information about 
living in Beijing, from where to buy disposable diapers and maternity 
clothes to discussions about ayi pay, air quality, and healthcare facili-
ties. The sites are also a great place to buy and sell items. For more 
on this, check p76.

Getting Involved

Volunteer
Once you’ve found your feet and started to establish a support net-
work, you may want to become more involved. Beijing has a number 
of organizations and groups that are always looking for volunteers 
– a great way to meet people and give something back to the com-
munity.

Among expats, the best-known charity organization is Shunyi-
based Roundabout, which started in 2008. A charity store and dis-
tribution center, Roundabout is a bridge to those in need. 

Volunteer Mary Kate Brown has lived in Beijing for nine years and 
is actively involved with Roundabout. Acting as a link between the 
expat community and the store, Brown develops the organization’s 
newsletter, website, and social media to encourage more people to 
get involved. She also puts possible donors in touch with local chari-
ties in need.

Brown has being doing volunteer work for a long time, and 
Roundabout combines many of the things that interest her. “Being 
able to support those with medical needs, working with educational 
charities, fair trade and social enterprises is so rewarding,” she says. 
“I get to meet incredible people who are committed to making the 
world a better place for everyone.” 

There are many organizations in Beijing that need volunteers to 
support their work, “from visiting sick children, fundraising, teaching, 
office support, graphic design, and even bookkeeping,” so there’s 
definitely something for you. 

“No specific skills are required to be a volunteer, just lots of 
smiles and a kind heart,” says Brown. Whatever you can contribute 
in time and energy will make a difference.

Volunteering isn’t just for adults. Children can help sort dona-
tions, organize a charity drive, or contribute to a bake sale. 

“When you see a child who understands that what they are doing 
really is going to make a difference to someone’s life, for me that is 
the most rewarding aspect of volunteering,” says Brown. 

The Migrant Children’s Foundation (MCF) is another orga-
nization that is always in need of volunteers. This non-profit aims to 
enrich the lives of disadvantaged children in China. Volunteers take 
on one-month support placements at under-resourced schools in 
Beijing, but the focus isn’t just on teaching; it’s about sharing expe-
riences, giving time, and learning new skills. 

Sew GORGEOUS is a volunteer community project aimed at 
passing on sewing knowledge and techniques to disadvantaged 
migrant students in Beijing.

Start a Business
Many enterprising expats decide to start a business in Beijing. Take 
beijingkids board member Mike Signorelli, for example, who has 
lived in Asia for 22 years (13 of them in Beijing). After a career in 
corporate marketing, last year he launched Signature Wine Club, 
China’s first independent wine subscription club. “I was inspired by 
other entrepreneurs that I have had the privilege to know and work 
with throughout the years,” says Signorelli. “I wanted to create a 
useful service model that had yet to be offered in China.” 

China is often criticized for its poor customer service standards. 
“Focusing on service before sales was the single most important 

   Resources

Newcomers’ Networks
• Beijing International Newcomers’ Network (INN): 
www.innbeijing.org
• InterNations: www.internations.org

Religious Organizations
• Bet Yaakov Chabad House and Community Center: 
www.chabadbeijing.cn
• Beijing International Christian Fellowship (BICF): 
www.bicf.org

Cultural Organizations
• French Institute: www.institutfrancais-pekin.com
• Instituto Cervantes: www.pekin.cervantes.es
• Italian Cultural Institute: www.iicpechino.esteri.it

Interest Groups
• Beijing Guild: www.beijingguild.com
• Beijing Stitch n Bitch: stitchnbitch_beijing-owner@yahoo-
groups.com
• Beijing Photo Walks: www.bejingphotowalks.com, www.
facebook.com/groups/BJPhotowalks

Online Groups
• Beijing Mamas Yahoo Group: groups.yahoo.com/group/
Beijing_Mamas
• Beijing Exchange: groups.yahoo.com/group/beijingex-
change
• Beijing Cafe: groups.yahoo.com/group/Beijingcafe

Parenting Support Groups
• Bumps 2 Babes: beijingbumps2babes@gmail.com
• La Leche League: lelechebeijing@gmail.com, www.llli.org/
beijing

Volunteer Organizations
• Roundabout: www.roundaboutchina.com
• Migrant Children’s Foundation: www.mcfchina.org
• Sew GORGEOUS: sewgorgeous@yahoo.com 

Other
• Signature Wine: www.sigwine.com

decision I’ve made,” he explains. “We engrained within the staff 
a ‘customer first’ mentality. For example, we offer a ‘money back’ 
guarantee. No one has asked for a refund on a subscription and 
none of the 5,000+ bottles we have sent have been returned.”

In many ways, setting up a business in China is the same as in 
other parts of the world, but expat entrepreneurs can expect a few 
extra delays. Signorelli says that things never move as quickly as 
planned and there are numerous hoops to jump through. Challenges 
range from finding – and keeping – good staff for a reasonable 
salary to choosing a name and trademark that aren’t already regis-
tered in mainland China. “Keep your patience, work with competent 
vendors, and you’ll be OK,” he says.
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One Card to Rule Them All
take a ride by subway, bus, taxi, or bicycle

by Aisling O’Brien

t
here are over five million cars on Beijing’s roads, con-
tributing more than 30 percent of the city’s air pollution. 
Heavy traffic and poor air quality are powerful incentives to 
check out the city’s extensive public transport network; it’s 

cheaper and often quicker. Read on to find out how to get started.

Yikatong
the yikatong (一卡通), which means “one-card pass” in chinese, is 
a transit card similar to london’s oyster card and Hong Kong’s octo-
pus card. you can use it for all of Beijing’s public transport options: 
subway lines, the airport express, city buses, taxis (technically 
anyway), and shared bicycles.

cards can be purchased at around 200 locations in Beijing, 
including most subway station counters, some bus stations, super-
markets such as Jinkelong, and china Post branches. technically, 
you rent rather than buy the card, paying RMB 20 as a deposit. you 
can then charge the card with credit, with a minimum top-up of RMB 
10 and a maximum top-up of RMB 1,000. add credit at any of the 
recharge machines (instructions are available in english) or ticket 
counters located inside subway stations. 

Hang onto your yikatong; because you don’t need to register 
your iD to purchase one, the balance cannot be refunded or trans-
ferred if the card is lost or stolen. cards can also be used at some 

phone booths, fast food restaurants (including KFc, yonghe King, 
and McDonald’s), and stores (such as Wal-Mart, Wu Mart, and Jing-
kelong). 

Subway
Beijing Subway’s 18 lines carry the most passengers in the world, 
averaging more than nine million trips per day. as much as pos-
sible, avoid riding the subway during the morning and evening rush 
hours (7am-9am, 6pm-8pm), when carriages are generally packed 
beyond capacity and line transfers are lengthy and occasionally  
claustrophobia-inducing.  

In 2015, fares switched from flat rate of RMB 2 per journey to a 
distance-based fare, ranging from RMB 3 to a maximum fare of RMB 
8 for a single journey. you can look up fares in advance at ticket 
machines within subway stations or on the Beijing Subway website. 

to enter or exit the subway, swipe your card across the turnstile 
sensor pad to open the gate. children under 1.3m accompanied 
by a paying adult can ride the subway for free, but you’ll have to 
approach a subway guard to let you into the system.

you can also buy single-journey tickets from ticket counters 
or ticket machines, which take small bills and coins and have an  
english interface. in this case, to exit the subway you need to insert 
the single journey ticket into the turnstile. 
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Airport Express
if you live near the airport express’ two city stops (Dongzhimen 
and Sanyuanqiao), it is by far the best way to get to Beijing capital  
airport. Fast and reliable, it runs from 6am-10.30pm from down-
town to terminal 3 in 20-25 minutes, with terminal 2 an additional 
15-20 minute ride. The fare is a flat fee of RMB 25 with the same 
swipe-in-and-out system as the subway. Single-journey rides are 
also available. 

Bus 
Fixed fares for buses were phased out in 2015 and distanced-based 
rates were changed to RMB 2 for the first 10 km and an additional 
RMB 1 for each 5 km thereafter. customers with a yikatong get a 50 
percent discount, with a starting fee of RMB 1 per journey.

as with the subway and airport express, commuters must nor-
mally swipe their card both when boarding and disembarking the 
bus. on regular buses, board at the front by the driver and disem-
bark at the back. on accordion buses, board at the middle and get 

off at the front and back. Swipe your card against the card reader 
just inside the doors; it will beep and show your current balance. 

if you don’t have a yikatong, you’ll need to explain to the ticket 
clerk or driver where you plan on getting off, give exact change, and 
show your valid paper ticket at your journey’s end. children below 
1.2m who are accompanied by a paying adult ride for free. again, 
the buses are best avoided at peak hours. 

Taxi
a word of caution: if you intend on using your yikatong to pay for 
a taxi, make sure to square this with your driver upfront. Many  
drivers don’t like this payment method and some may demand cash 
or claim their machine is broken when you get to your destination. 
otherwise, it’s as simple as handing the driver your card, which 
they’ll swipe to deduct payment.

Bicycle
Bicycles and Beijing are synonymous, but their numbers have been 
dropping year-on-year – a trend that municipal transport authorities 
hope to reverse. Beijing’s public rental bicycles will total 50,000 by 
the end of 2015. Bikes are free of charge for the first hour and RMB 
1 per hour thereafter, with a maximum charge of RMB 10 per day 
for the first three days and RMB 20 per day after that. 

Bike rental is the only yikatong service that requires registra-
tion: you need to be between 18 and 65, and bring your card (with 
at least RMB 30 in credit), your passport with residence permit, a 
copy of the permit, and RMB 200 deposit to one of the registration 
offices. Registration offices include Dongzhimen subway station (exit 
a) and Jinsong subway station (exit a). a complete list of registra-
tion offices (in Chinese only) can be found at tinyurl.com/k9c7snb. 
Registration forms are also only in chinese. 

Find the map of all docking 
stations at tinyurl.com/pumhv3e 
or scan the QR code to the right 
to follow Public Bicycle in Beijing 
on Wechat. Swipe your card and 
remove the bike within 30 sec-
onds, otherwise it will re-lock to 
the docking station and you will 
need to call the local hotline to 
retrieve it. the chaoyang hotline is 
400 088 7806 and the Dongcheng 
hotline is 400 157 7157.PH
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an introduction to car transportation in Beijing

Updated by Yvette Ferrari

W
hen you’re new to Beijing, there’s often a feeling of panic when getting 
into a taxi on your own. Many newcomers will take a long ride in the 
subway over the prospect of having to speak Mandarin or being rejected 
by a cabbie. Fortunately, mobile apps make it easier than ever to hail 

taxis   and private drivers alike. We outline the basics of ridesharing apps and 
taking a taxi in Beijing.

Since launching in San Francisco in 2009, Uber has been connecting  
riders to drivers in hundreds of cities across the globe. create an account 

online or download the Uber app on ioS, android, or Windows Phones. Uber is espe-
cially popular among foreigners in Beijing thanks to its english interface, user-friendliness, 

and ability to link up with foreign credit cards. Different service levels are available. Unique to 
Beijing, People’s Uber is the default option and features regular drivers with cars seating up to four 
people. UberX is the second cheapest option and features slightly better cars. UberBlack is the pre-
mium option, with luxury cars like audi and BMW. Finally, UberXl consists of SUVs and mini-vans for 

larger parties.

How to use it: 

1. Drop the map pin on your requested pickup location. you’ll be able to see the number of Uber cars in 
the area and how long it will take for the nearest one to arrive. 

2. tap the arrow next to “Set Pickup location” to order a car. Specifying a destination is optional, though often useful 
since many Uber drivers aren’t native to Beijing; a suggested route will pop up on the GPS system. 

3. The driver will almost always call to confirm your location, so you’ll need to speak at least a little Chinese. A photo of the 
driver, the model and make of the car, and the last few digits of the license plate number will pop up onscreen once your ride is 

confirmed.

Payment methods: Uber accepts alipay, Visa, and Mastercard; the fee is deducted automatically after each ride. 
Verdict: Uber is a favorite with many families, as regular cabs have a reputation for avoiding parties with strollers. in our experi-

ence, Uber drivers are friendly and cars are clean, due in part to Uber’s rating system. Some cars even offer free bottled 
water, Wi-Fi, or phone charging stations. Unless surge pricing is in effect, Uber costs less than a regular cab, but note 

that you might pay over twice the regular rate during rush hour and other busy periods. 
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Thanks for the Ride

Uber 优步
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Resources

Foreign Affairs Department of Beijing Motor Vehicle Adminis-
tration
Mon-Fri 8.30am-8pm, Sat-Sun 9am-4pm. 18 Nansihuan Donglu (south-
west of Shibalidian Nanqiao, Nansihuan Waihuan), chaoyang District 
(8762 5150) 朝阳区南四环东路18号 (南四环外环十八里店南桥西南侧) 

Beijing Traffic Management Bureau
1 Fuchengmen Beijie, Xicheng District (Hotline: 122) bjjtgl.gov.cn/ 
publish/portal1 西城区阜成门北街1号

Dididache bridges the gap 
between passengers looking for legitimate cabs 

and cabs looking for passengers. the app is available 
for ioS, android, and Windows Phones and requires only a local 

mobile number to register. Dididache allows you to request a ride in 
real time or book in advance. though the app is in chinese, it’s quite easy to 

figure out.

How to use it: 

1. type your destination into the search box at the bottom of the screen, or allow the app 
to access your microphone and say the address in chinese into the mic. Dididache also allows 

you to offer a tip of RMB 5 or more to incentivize taxis to pick you up. 
2. to book a ride in advance, tap the button on the bottom right of the screen. the process is the 
same as above; you type in your location and your destination, then set the pickup time and date. 

the shortest lead time is 15 minutes and the options come in 15-minute increments. you can book a taxi at any 
hour of the day; if you’re planning to travel during rush hour or on a holiday, it’s best to reserve far in advance. 

Payment methods: Dididache is just a cab calling service, so expect to pay cash according to the meter. However, if you 
have access to Wechat payment, you can link it to your Dididache account for a discount on your ride (see p44 for more on 

Wechat Wallet). 
Verdict: in our experience, Dididache is largely hit-or-miss depending on your location and the time of day. it’s tougher 

to get cabs in areas like Sanlitun or Gulou on a Friday or Saturday night, for example, when demand is high. if you’re not 
willing to offer a substantial tip during high-demand times, you may be better off trying Uber or hailing a cab from the 

street. there are other ridesharing apps such as yidaoyongche, but the latter only accepts chinese credit cards, 
which are difficult for foreigners to get (more on this on p42).

Taxi Vocabulary
Prefer to just hail a cab? if possible, have 

the Chinese address handy. At first, it’s helpful 
to have a contact number for someone who can 

guide the driver if necessary. Here are some useful 
phrases:

• I’m going _____.  Wo qu _____. 我去 _____。
• How much? Duo shao qian?多少钱？

• We’ve arrived. Dao le . 到了。

• Turn right. Zuo zhuan/guai. 左转／拐。

• Turn left. you zhuan/guai. 右转／拐。

• Please give me the receipt. Qing gei wo 
fapiao. 请给我发票。

• Where are you going? Ni qu 
na’er? 你去哪儿？

Getting a Driver’s License
Not interested in waiting on a ride? Here’s what you’ll need to apply 

for a driver’s license:

• Passport, visa, and residence permit. Visas issued for fewer than 60 days are 
not eligible for the driver’s license. at least 90 days must remain on the visa in 

order to apply.
• Four square, one-inch passport photos with a white background in which both 

ears and glasses – if applicable – are visible (RMB 20).
• Vision test from an approved chinese provincial-level or higher public hospital (RMB 10).  

Beijing Friendship Hospital and china-Japan Friendship Hospital are two of the many choices.
• application form and payment (RMB 50).

• The official study book (RMB 90, available in nine languages: Chinese, English, French, German, 
Spanish, Japanese, Korean, Russian, and arabic). there are over 1,000 sample questions that you will 

need to read, study, and memorize. Do not assume you will pass if you do not study.
• a trip to the Foreign affairs Department of Beijing Motor Vehicle administration to take 

the test.

Dididache 
滴
滴
打
车
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W
eekends and public holidays in Beijing can be anything you want them to be, from hiking at the Great Wall 
to ice skating at a mall. Pollution is a fact of life here, so the city has a number of indoor and outdoor venues 
suitable for tots to teens. the following suggestions are designed to get you started on your discovery of the  
capital. For complete addresses, contact information, and more day trips and weekend fun ideas, visit our  

website at www.beijing-kids.com.  

The Fun Never Stops
Where to take the kids on weekends and holidays

by Nimo Wanjau 
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aoFundazzle, a play center near the Worker’s Stadium, has been serving families for over 17 years
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Indigo Mall 颐堤港

all ages. located just south of 798 art  
District, indigo Mall opened in 2012 and has 
grown into a popular family hangout. the 
mall hosts regular kids’ events in its airy 
atrium space. in the warmer months, fami-
lies can access the free indigo Playground 
out back, which features a fountain and two 
play areas connected by a garden. indigo 
Mall also has numerous restaurants, chil-
dren’s brands, and play centers. 

Solana Lifestyle Shopping Park 
蓝色港湾

all ages. located a stone’s throw away from 
chaoyang Park, this family favorite has been 
open since 2008 and carries brand names 
like Zara Home, H&M, Mothercare, and 
more. the village-style layout offers plenty 
of space for kids to run around in; the cen-
tral plaza, with its fountains and whimsical 
decorations, is particularly popular. indoors, 
there’s an entire children’s wing with play 
facilities and family-oriented shops. Solana 
also has a cinema, western restaurants, and 
an indoor ice rink. 

Tai Koo Li Sanlitun 太古里三里屯

all ages. the area in and around tai Koo li 
Sanlitun is an expat hub, with loads of inter-
national shops, restaurants, bars, beauty 
services, and more. in the summer, the 
fountains in front of the apple Store attract 
lots of kids, who play and run through the 
water jets as their parents look on. tai Koo 
li also has a Megabox cinema that shows 
Hollywood films and a Coldstone Creamery 
for hot-weather treats. 

also check out: Kerry centre, Wangjing 
SoHo, Parkview Green, the Place

Fundazzle 翻斗乐

ages 1-8. Play centers have come and gone 
over the years, but this Gongti fixture has 
catered to local and expat families alike 
for over 17 years. though it’s a bit rough 
around the edges, Fundazzle is a birth-
day party favorite for its huge jungle gym, 
ball pit, arcade games, inflatable climbing 
wall, sandbox, and fishing pool. Drawbacks 
include the chinese-style bathrooms and the 
staff’s lack of english, but it’s cheap and you 
know exactly what you’re getting. 

StarTrooper Laser Tag 激光搏击

ages 10+. Startrooper laser tag lets older 
kids and the young-at-heart to give in to 

their Star Wars fantasies by using laser guns 
to eliminate opponents. Startrooper also 
has a pool table, arcade games, and a con-
cession stand for some post-game entertain-
ment. the entire venue can be rented out 
for birthday parties. 

Adventure Zone 探险乐园

ages 4-12. located within the Kerry centre, 
this year-old center features top-of-the-
line play equipment imported from the US 
– including a stomach-churning 9m slide 
with a 90° drop. there are gentler slides 
for younger kids and more timid parents, as 
well as a multi-level climbing structure and a 
section just for toddlers. Be prepared, how-
ever; this is one of the pricier options for 
indoor fun. 

EE City 蓝天城

ages 5-12. this 18,600sqm center at Joy 
city chaoyang allows kids to role-play 84 
different jobs by dressing up in uniforms and 
trying various tasks. careers include fire-
fighter, cashier, police officer, travel agent, 
tV anchor, submarine operator, and more. 
there are two 4.5-hour sessions daily, with 
each “career session” lasting 30 minutes 
and led by adult facilitators. We recommend 
planning in advance which careers your child 
would like to try out, as they’re likely to only 
do three or four per visit. 

also check out: New city center, SMJ  
Bowling, U-Speed Go-Karting, Family Box, 
Mitty Jump, le Kids!

Play Centers and Family Fun

Shopping Malls
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Parks 

Chaoyang Park 朝阳公园

as the largest park in Beijing, chaoyang 
Park is a no-brainer for families; entrance 
fees are cheap and there’s lots of space 
to play. young visitors can fly kites, rent a 
pedal boat for the lake, go on fairground 
rides (including a merry-go-round and 
bumper cars), or play on the bouncy castle. 
there’s also a treetop obstacle course called 
Happy Gorilla with a network of bridges, 
swings, and zip lines. 

Si’de Park 四得公园

located in lido, this modest but well-
maintained park is a popular destination for 
families of all stripes. Si’de Park features a 
running track that winds around the park, 
a roller skating rink, a fishing pond, soccer 
pitches, a playground, an indoor funhouse, 
a bouncy castle, and fairground rides. 

Ritan Park 日坛公园

this free park has beautiful foliage in the fall 
due to its many gingko trees. located in the 
Ritan embassy district, it has a supervised 
outdoor rock climbing wall, an extensive 
“people’s gym,” and a central pavilion with 
decent views of the surrounding area. 

also check out: tuanjiehu Park, Ditan Park, 
olympic Forest Park, and Fragrant Hills

Beijing Attractions

798 Art District 798艺术区

all ages. Suitable for art lovers, 798 art 
District is a complex of decommissioned 
munitions factories that have been turned 
into shops, galleries, cafes, and artists’ 
studios. For kids under 12, Ucca creative 
Studio runs weekly bilingual art classes and 
workshops inspired by the seasons and the 
gallery’s current exhibitions. even if your 
kids aren’t really into art, they’ll have fun 
touching, exploring, and playing around the 
many sculptures and graffiti murals dotting 
the compound.  

The Great Wall
When it comes to Beijing’s most famous 
attraction, not all sections are created equal. 
avoid at all costs the crowded and recon-
structed Badaling in favor of quieter and 
more authentic segments. a good choice 
for families is Mutianyu, which is broad and 
smooth enough for even young children to 
walk on. the nearby Schoolhouse and Brick-
yard inn and Retreat offer a great place to 
recharge and eat lunch, and Bohai township 
can be combined with the Great Wall for a 

relaxed day trip. active families with older 
kids can hike wilder, unrestored sections of 
the Wall. Note that some sections involve 
steep climbs and crumbling ramparts, so 
explore at your own risk. 

also check out: Panjiayuan antiques Market, 
Beihai Park, other sections of the Great Wall 
(such as Jinshanling, Gubeikou, or Huan-
ghuacheng)

a family at Si’de Park in lido

the Mutianyu section of the Great Wall
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Animal Attractions

Beijing Wildlife Park 北京野生动物园

all ages. this conservation park covers over 14,000sqm and is home 
to more than 10,000 animals. the park is split into two sections, 
with one half containing large animals such as deer, lions, tigers, and 
bears and the other half housing smaller animals and birds. there 
are also restaurants, cafes, and places suitable for a picnic onsite. 

Blue Zoo Beijing 富国海底世界

all ages. located at the south gate of Worker’s Stadium, Blue Zoo 
Beijing is worth about half a day’s visit. Visitors can spot parrot fish, 
nurse sharks, leopard sharks, stingrays, moray eels, daily mermaid 
shows, and the occasional underwater marriage ceremony. this is 
also where SinoScuba holds confined water sessions for the PaDi 
Open Water certification. 

Beijing Aquarium 北京海洋馆

Not to be confused with Blue Zoo Beijing, Beijing aquarium is adja-
cent to Beijing Zoo in Haidian District. the aquarium features a rain-
forest zone where families can feed fish for an extra fee, a Whale 
and Dolphin Discovery zone, and a Marine Mammal Pavilion. there 
are also daily dolphin and sea lion shows. 

also check out: Beijing Zoo, Milu Deer Park, Hanshiqiao Nature 
Reserve, olympic Forest Park for bird-watching
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Jellyfish at Beijing Aquarium

Lion fish at Beijing Aquarium
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W
e get it – life often gets in the way of maintaining a fit-
ness regimen, especially when you have kids. luckily, 
Beijing has a plethora of gym, sports, and activities with 
instruction available in english. Whether you want to 

tone up or build muscle mass, have a leisurely beginner’s workout or 
pursue a strict regimen, beat your personal record or compete with 
an entire class, Beijing has plenty to offer. the city has hundreds of 
gyms and classes with a variety of price ranges, for any schedule, 
interest, and fitness level; the following suggestions are but a frac-
tion of what’s available, so have fun exploring and getting fit!

Gyms and Fitness Studios:
B Active Fitness 必爱体健身房
Daily 9am-7pm, 24hr access for members. 1) Unit 161a-c, 1-2/F, 
Bldg c, chaowai SoHo, 6 chaoyangmenwai Dajie, chaoyang District 
(5900 4748, joinus@bactive.cn, hq@bactive.cn) www.bactive.cn  

Witness the Fitness
Where to shape up in Beijing

Updated by Aisling O’Brien

朝阳区朝阳门外大街乙6号朝外SOHO C座2层0161A-C; 2) Unit 6218, 
Floor 2, Retail Mall 6, Sanlitun SoHo, 8 Gongti Beilu, chaoyang  
District (186 1087 6266, joinus@bactive.cn, hq@bactive.cn) 朝阳区

工体北路8三里屯SOHO零售商场6楼2单元6218

Crossfit Slash (formerly Middle Kingdom Fitness)
B1/F, North Building of Shimao Mall, 13 Gongti Beilu, chaoyang Dis-
trict (english: 156 5232 6889, chinese: 187 2253 0335, info@cross-
fitslash.com) www.crossfitslash.com 朝阳区工体北路13号院世茂工三

北楼（海隆石油）地下1层

Garden Health Club
Daily 8.30am-8.30pm. Bldg D, Gloria Gardens, 3 Xingfucun Zhonglu, 
chaoyang District (6416 9840) 朝阳区幸福村中路3号锦绣园D座

Hosa Fitness Centre 浩沙健身中心
Daily 9am-9.30pm. B1/F, east Gate Plaza, 9 Dongzhong Jie, 
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Crossfit Slash Founder and Head Coach Tim Hill 

instructor eleonora angelopoulos of alona Pilates
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Dongcheng District (6418 1088) www.hosafitness.com 东城区东中街

9号东环广场地下1层

Human in Motion (HIM)
2a cathay View Plaza, Xiangjiang Beilu, chaoyang District (8470 
3616, 136 7129 4008, humaninmotion@yahoo.com) www.humanin-
motion.com.cn 朝阳区香江北路观塘广场2A

Powerhouse Gym 宝力豪健身
1) Mon-Fri 10am-7pm, Sat-Sun 10am-10pm. c/F, oriental Kenzo 
office Bldg, 48 Dongzhimenwai Dajie, Dongcheng District (8447 
6980, service@powerhousegym.com.cn) www.powerhousegym.com.
cn东城区东直门外大街48号东方银座写字楼C层; 2) Mon-Fri 7am-
10pm, Sat-Sun 10am-10pm. 3/F, West tower, lG twin towers, 12B 
Jianguomenwai Dajie, chaoyang District (5828 7718) 朝阳区建外大

街乙12号LG双子座西塔3楼

Prime Fitness 
Daily 6am-10pm. across north gate of central Park, chaoyang Dis-
trict (5907 3006, infobj@primefitness.cn) www.primefitness.cn 朝阳

区新城国际北门对面

classes:
Pilates and Yoga
Alona Pilates Studio
Daily 7.30am-9.30pm. Heavenly Spa by Westin, 5/F, Westin Beijing 
chaoyang, 1 Xinyuan Nanlu, chaoyang District (139 1029 0260, 
alona@alonapilates.com) alonapilates.com 朝阳区新源南路1号金茂

北京威斯汀大饭店5层威斯汀天梦水疗中心

Prana Vikasa Yoga Shala (PV Yoga)
Mon-Fri 9am-9pm, Sat-Sun 9am-6:30pm. Rm 2409, 4/F, North 
tower, SoHo Shangdu, 8 Dongdaqiao lu, chaoyang District (5869 
6438, info@pranavikasa.com) www.pranavikasa.com 朝阳区东大桥

路8号SOHO北塔尚都4层2409

Yoga Yard
6/F, 17 Gongti Beilu, chaoyang District (6413 0774, info@yoga-
yard.com) yogayard.com/en 朝阳区工体北路 17 号6 层工人体育场

北门对面

Martial Arts
Black Tiger Fight Club
1) 2/F, 5 laiguanying Donglu (across from WaB), chaoyang District 
(139 1071 2576, info@blacktigerclub.com) www.blacktigerclub.com
朝阳区莱广营东路5号2层（京西学校对面) ; 2) Sino-Japanese youth 
exchange center Gymnasium, 40 liangmaqiao lu, chaoyang District 
朝阳区亮马桥路40号

Capoeira Beijing
Mon-Fri 7.30-9.30pm, Sat 3.30-8pm. Rm 801, Jiqingli commu-
nity (above UBc coffee), northwest corner of chaowai Dajie and  
Jishikou Dongjie, chaoyang District (135 8163 2516) www.capoeira-
beijing.com 朝阳区朝外北街和吉市口东街路口西北角上岛咖啡楼上

801室

Krav Maga Global China
Sunnyfocus Sports club, Bldg 67-70, 35 Xiaoyun lu, chaoyang Dis-
trict (150 1051 4712, 186 1053 4434, info@kmgchina.cn, info@
kravmagabeijing.com) kravmagaglobal.com.cn 朝阳区霄云路35号院

内67-70号楼上绎锋巢运动俱乐部

Fight Camp China
Based on Muay thai, this strength and conditioning boot camp 
restarts at the beginning of every month, with classes taking place 
at Glee Gym and B Active Sanlitun. Visit www.fightcampchina.com 
for more info. 

other
Heyrobics
the schedule changes weekly, so consult the website for the most 
up-to-date information. Various locations in Shunyi, liangmaqiao, 
Sanlitun, and the cBD. (info@heyrobics.com) www.heyrobics.com

Nia
1) tue-Fri 9-10am, Sun 4.30-5.30pm. lane Bridge, 9 laiguangying 
Donglu, Shunyi District (135 2299 3724) www.niachina.com朝阳区

来广营东路9号; 2) thu 6.30-7.30pm, Sat 11.30am-12.30pm. BeaSt 
at eaSt Beijing, 4/F, 22 Jiuxianqiao lu, chaoyang District 朝阳区酒

仙桥路22号北京东隅酒店4层; 3) tue and thu 6-7pm, Fri 10-11am, 
Sat 10.30-11.30am. east lake clubhouse, 35 Dongzhimenwai Dajie, 
Dongcheng District 东城区东直门外大街35号东湖别墅俱乐部首层

instructor eleonora angelopoulos of alona Pilates

Heyrobics Founder linus Holmsäter leads a winter run
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What Services Do You Need?

In Good Company
Leaving Beijing is a moving experience

Updated by Aisling O’Brien

”A
fter death and divorce, moving 
house is the third most stress-
ful life event,” so goes the 
cliché. It turns out that old 

chestnut is baseless, but there’s no deny-
ing that for even the most hardened expat, 
shipping your household halfway around the 
world can be a taxing experience. 

Employment benefits in Beijing have 
been downsized significantly in recent years, 
but some employers still offer relocation 
packages and may pre-select a company or 
provide a shortlist. Regardless of how long 
your list of potentials, we show you how to 
relieve some of the pressure by choosing 
the moving, shipping, or relocation company 
that’s right for your family. 

With a little help, your move doesn’t have 
to be a source of stress and worry. Just 
remember to get several quotes, make sure 
communication is clear (even if you have 
an interpreter), and plan ahead whenever 
possible. Very little is negotiable in the relo-
cation business, so knowing exactly what 
you want up front makes the process move 
more smoothly.

For full details on services offered, contact moving, shipping, and relocation companies directly.

Services Offered Moving Company Shipping Companyy Relocation Companyny

Packing, transporting, and unpacking 
(domestic)

Packing, transporting, freight forwarding, 
and unpacking (international)

Pre-moving services (visa and immigration 
assistance, neighborhood scouting trip, etc.)

Housing assistance (temporary 
accommodations, finding a home, etc.)

Destination services (pet relocation, repatria-
tion, finding a school, police registration, set-

ting up utilities, language classes, etc.)

X X X

X

X X

X

X
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Resources

Allied Pickfords
With more than 800 locations worldwide in over 40 countries, 
Allied Pickfords has eight China offices in Beijing, shang-
hai, Guangzhou, shenzhen, Dalian, Chengdu, suzhou and  
shenyang. offers international, domestic, local and office 
moving services, with a Move Coordinator to assist through-
out the process from door-to-door. Contact: 5870 1133, www.
alliedpickfords.com.cn

Asian Express International Movers
Founded in 1979 with four locations in Hong Kong, Beijing, 
shanghai and Guangzhou. FIDI/FAIM0accredited. Employs over 
250 people. offers downloadable information from the website, 
including customs hints, duty calculator and insurance forms. 
Contact: 8580 1471, www.aemovers.com.hk

Asian Tigers
FIDI/FAIM members with 1,500 full-time dedicated staff mem-
bers. Offers the largest fleet of trucks and the most warehouse 
space of any mover in East Asia. Provides post move follow-up. 
With every shipment, Asian tigers makes a donation to a sup-
port program. Contact: 6415 4155, china@asiantigers-mobility.
com, www.asiantigers-china.com

Crown Relocations, Beijing
Crown Relocations’ services include domestic and international 
transportation of household goods, home and school search, 
storage, expense management, policy consulting and program 
administration, online tracking tools, transit protection and 
intercultural services. Provides services for corporations, dip-
lomats and private customers. Contact: 5801 8088, beijing@
crownrelo.com, www.crownrelo.com

K2 Corporate Moving Systems
Has offices in the uK (headquarters), the us, sweden, 
Japan, singapore, south Africa, and Australia. Contact: www. 
k2moving.com

Links Moving Beijing
Established in Hong Kong in 1997, Links has a full range of 
moving services and storage options. Handles over 3,000 inter-
national moves worldwide each year. Website offers info like 
freight container sizes and details; online quotes available for 
smaller shipments. Keep an eye out for specials, such as free 
air freight with certain container sizes or percentage discounts 
for early booking during peak seasons. Contact: 8447 7496, 
www.linksmoving.asia

Santa Fe Relocation Services, Beijing 
santa Fe offers moving, relocation, real estate and visa and immi-
gration services for individuals and companies moving to China 
and around the world. First established in Hong Kong in 1980, it 
has since then expanded to become a leading global mobility ser-
vices company with operations in all six continents. Contact: 6947 
0688, beijing@santaferelo.com, www.santaferelo.com

Glossary
• FIDI: Federation of International Furniture Removers (FIDI) 
is the largest global alliance of professional international 
moving and relocation companies, with over 600 affiliates in 
more than 100 countries worldwide. 
• FAIM: FIDI accredits international removal companies that 
meet the demands of its FIDI Accredited International Movers 
(FAIM) quality assurance standard. to receive FIDI-FAIM 
accreditation, companies must prove they are in good financial 
health and adequately insured, and must receive an 80 percent 
pass mark across 16 parameters, which represent the crucial 
parts of providing a quality international moving service. these 
include the performance, stability and experience of staff, and 
insurance coverage offered by the company. 
• FCL: Full container load (FCL) refers to the exclusive use of a 
20-foot or 40-foot steel shipping container, which can hold 30 
cubic meters and 60 cubic meters respectively. 
• LCL: Less than container load (LCL) is an exclusive shipment, 
but the personal effects are encased in wood. the volume is 
typically a maximum of 10 cubic meters, and this type of ship-
ment is rare outside of Beijing. 
• GPG: Groupage or consolidated load (GPG) is a cost-effec-
tive way to ship, typically involving less than 15 cubic meters 
headed for popular destinations (Europe, the us, Australia). 
shipments are consolidated into a 20- or 40-foot container 
before being shipped. Because of consolidation, transit time is 
increased, but it’s a great option if you have a smaller amount 
to ship, if you have time to receive it, and if you only want to 
pay for your portion of freight.

Choosing a Moving, Shipping, or Relocation 
Company
• Work out whether you need relocation services or if the shipment of 
your household items is straightforward enough to pay for moving only.
• Check whether the company is a FIDI/FAIM member.
• Find out if the company has an office in your destination country.
• Make sure the company is familiar with all of the legal require-
ments for the country you are in and the country you are going to, 
such as what can and cannot be shipped, and what documents must 
be provided for each step. 
• Get an in-home survey for an accurate quote. online quotes are 
generally only useful for small, simple shipments. 
• Consider the reputation, experience, worldwide reach, and track 
record of the company. 
• Get referrals from people you trust. If you have the opportunity, 
observe other moves in your neighborhood early on and drop by to 
see their packing standards and crew. If you know a family that has 
moved recently, ask for positive and negative feedback.
• Make sure you understand the quotes. Determine whether they 
are based on volume or weight. the moving industry works in 
volume for sea shipments and typically in weight for air freight, but 
it’s rarer to have household goods shipped this way. Also establish 
what type of container your quote covers. 
• Ask about what type of packing the company uses. some bad 
practices include crating (sometimes there are bugs in the wood, 
which can ruin your furniture), or packing certain items in dirt. Insist 
on cardboard and bubble wrap if that’s what you want.
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10
WEEKS

8
WEEKS

6
WEEKS

7
WEEKS

5
WEEKS

10 Weeks Before Departure
• Take two weeks to research moving and relocation 
companies, as well as ensure that the company meets 
your needs. 
• For families with cars, start researching how to sell or 
relocate with the vehicle. Double-check policy changes 
with your insurance company. 

7 Weeks Before Departure
• Start getting rid of your belongings. For more info on 
where to sell or donate, turn to p76.

5 Weeks Before Departure
• Get packing materials from your moving or relocation 
company. start putting away non-essential items and 
clearly label the moving boxes. 
• Start making sure utilities and other bills are paid for 
or will be paid for by the time you leave. 

8 Weeks Before Departure
• Contact the moving or relocation company for a pre-
survey. you’ll be given a quote that factors in the value-
added tax or VAt (which is applied to the entire shipment), 
insurance, and transportation for fragile items. 
• Start a folder for your relocation paperwork and get into 
the habit of putting everything in other. For added security, 
save digital copies in a notebook app like Evernote. 
• Start tagging your belongings with Post-It notes to 
determine what will be thrown out, sold, or donated. 
Be very aggressive at this stage as this might lower the 
initial cost done at the pre-survey. 

6 Weeks Before Departure
• Make the final decision on your moving or relocation 
company. Book an appointment to further discuss of the 
moving date, time, and details. 
• Six weeks out is the latest  you want to inform your 
landlord of your intention to leave; the earlier, the 
better. share your moving date and time with them, and 
discuss issues like getting your deposit back. 
• Start getting your hospital and school records in order 
in case you need them for an application or intend to 
continue treatment for an ongoing medical condition in 
your destination country.

EXIT STRATEGY
by Nimo Wanjau 

A timeline with moving tips

E
very summer, the end of the international school year marks 
the departure of many expat families, making the first two 
weeks of June a peak period for moving and relocation com-
panies. Another, smaller peak period happens in winter at the 

halfway mark of the academic year. If you’re planning to leave Beijing 
with your family, be sure to get in touch with a relocation company 
well ahead of time to spare yourself potential delays and higher costs. 

First, a word on terminology. the main difference between a 
relocation company and a moving company is that the former offers 
help with everything from closing bank accounts to post-move sup-
port, while the latter is chiefly concerned with moving the client’s 
belongings from point A to point B. For more on this, see p72.  

Moving can be classified as local (within the same city), domestic 
(within the same country), or international (to another country). In 
this article, we’ll be looking at international moves, which require 
more research, planning, and coordination. 

For expert advice, we sat down with Chad Forrest, general man-
ager of Asian Express International Movers. Forrest first came 
to China in 1995 to learn Chinese and hasn’t left since; he has been 

Moving timeline
the estimates below are intended as guidelines only. 

working in the relocation industry for 18 years. We spoke to him 
about the ins and outs of the moving process, including timelines, 
budgeting, and handling antiques and other fragile items.

Working parents will usually get a relocation allowance from their 
company; the exact sum depends on the terms of their employment 
contract. Forrest says that a number of considerations depend on 
the funds available. some professional expats are entitled to two 
relocation allowances: one from their current employer and one 
from the company they’re going to next. Conversely, some expats 
have no relocation allowance to rely on.

Assuming that a family intends to leave towards the end of June, 
Forrest recommends that clients start their planning no later than 
March or April depending on their destination country. “you want to 
get booked in as early as possible to get the pre-survey done ear-
lier,” he says. During the pre-survey, a relocation agent comes over 
to assess the client’s needs and document their belongings. they 
then provide a quote – a rough estimate of moving costs – and dis-
cuss additional considerations such as certificates, art valuation, and 
transporting fragile items.
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4
WEEKS

2
WEEKS

3
WEEKS

1
WEEK

1
DAY

3 Weeks Before Departure
• If you wish to take Chinese antiques out of the coun-
try, you’ll need a certificate from the Beijing Committee 
of Cultural Relics Administration to pass through cus-
toms. the relocation company will take photos of the 
antiques, then send them to the Cultural Relics Admin-
istration for inspection. If the authorities say they want 
to see the antique(s),  you can either take them there in 
person or request someone from the office to perform a 
site visit, which requires at least one month’s notice. 
• Do not take any chances. If you don’t obtain an export 
certificate for your antiques, your entire shipment will be 
halted at customs, after which the authorities and the anti-
smuggling police will be called in to inspect the items.
• If you have fragile items such as glass-top table, they 
must be transported in specially-crafted crates. Depend-
ing on the country you’re moving to, unpacking a crate 
may carry an additional cost. In the us, for example, 
the moving company must hire a specialized third party 
to unscrew the crate.

1 Week Before Departure
• Confirm your moving details with your current 
employer. 
• Prepare a “survival kit” with the items you’ll need right 
away upon arrival in your destination country. Factor in 
weather conditions when choosing clothes. A survival kit 
with favorite toys, books, and more should be prepared 
for each child.
• Clearly mark your belongings and make sure that you 
separate them from the landlord’s to avoid confusion on 
moving day.

Resources

Asian Express International Movers 亚以迅国际货运代理 

note that Asian Express is a moving company. Families in need of 
relocation services can contact DSP Relocations Asia, an affiliated 
relocation company from Singapore that is based at the same office 

1 Day Before Departure
• Create a checklist of important documents you’ll need 
during the move, such as passports and export certifi-
cates for antiques and other valuables. 
• Come up with a plan for the order in which the movers 
should clear out the house. Even if you trust in the pro-
fessionalism of your relocation company, this will save 
time and make the whole process smoother. 
• Defrost and clear out the fridge, and scour the cup-
boards for any leftover food. 
• Call or text your landlord or agent to remind them of 
your moving date and time; they’ll need to come over to 
take the keys and inspect the house or apartment. 
• Plan out breakfast, snacks, and possibly lunch for the 
next day. 

4 Weeks Before Departure
• If you have pets, start planning for their relocation if 
you don’t intend to take them into the plane cabin as 
carry-on. Research policies and conditions for different 
airlines, as some will refuse to take animals as cargo 
in the summer to prevent them from overheating. For 
more on pet relocation, see p26.
• Make a weekly food plan to minimize waste and make 
sure you have nothing left in your fridge or pantry by 
moving day. 
• For those with cars, make sure that the proper documen-
tation for selling or moving the vehicle has been finalized. 

2 Weeks Before Departure
• Work out your budget for the two weeks leading up 
to the departure date, then go your local bank and start 
transferring funds to your home bank account. For any 
transfers equivalent to usD 10,000 or more, you’ll need 
to prove that you’re leaving to take up a new post in 
another country; this regulation is designed to prevent 
fraud and money laundering. International bank trans-
fers take around seven working days to finalize.
• Before going to the bank, arrange with your landlord to 
have your deposit refunded to your Chinese bank account. 
that way, you can get all your transfers done in one go. 
• Provide your current company with the details of the bank 
account that you want your last paycheck transferred to.  

Moving Day
• Even if everything is labeled, work with movers to 
identify which things are going and which aren’t. 
• Perform a sweep of each room and box before it’s 
closed. After verifying the contents, sign the bill to make 
sure that everything’s accounted for. 
• When all the boxes have been moved out, perform 
one final sweep with the landlord or agent to make sure 
everything is in order. Hand over the keys. 
• Breathe a sigh of relief and bid goodbye to Beijing. 
Good luck and safe travels!
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as Asian Express. Visit www.dspreloasia.com for more info. 

Mon-Fri 9am-6pm. Rm 1612, tower D, soHo new town, 88 Jian-
guo Lu, Chaoyang District (8580 1471) 朝阳区建国路88号SOHO现

代城D座1612室
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One Man’s Trash…
Where to recycle, donate, 

or sell your stuff when you leave

by Sijia Chen

Roundabout Book Manager Michael Durgin
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Sell
Expat publications like the Beijinger (beijingkids’ sister magazine) 
and City Weekend have classifieds sections on their websites with 
categories like bikes, clothing, electronics, furniture, and more. 
though a login is needed, the service is completely free. 

Many people advertise on yahoo groups like Beijing Mamas or 
Beijing Cafe. You’re more likely to find baby and child gear like 
used strollers, car seats, nursery furniture, toys, etc. on Beijing 
Mamas, though many users post ads to both groups. 

Craigslist Beijing has never been very active, but a quick check 
showed a number of fairly recent “for sale” ads, many of them reposts 
from the yahoo groups or expat publications. though it probably won’t 
be necessary, it never hurts to post ads in more than one place. 

Donate
Founded in 2008, Roundabout China is the oldest charity store 
in mainland China. Well-known among expats for its various char-
ity projects, Roundabout sends collected funds and donations to 
those in need, including sick children and under-resourced orphan-
ages. the social enterprise accepts a range of items for its store 
and projects, including gently-used clothing, toys, blankets, storage 
containers, and baby equipment. Roundabout keeps an updated 
list of currently-needed items on its website. Drop-off points in the 
city include Links Relocation Company (Dongzhimen), China Culture 
Center (Liangmaqiao), and Citywise Property (sanlitun). Visit www.
roundaboutchina.com to find out more.

the city of Beijing runs a network of donation sites that 
accept everything from money to used clothing and electronics. 
Material donations are sometimes sent to disaster areas. the dona-
tion sites are usually located within local community centers. For 
addresses, call the government hotline at 95156 (Chinese only) or 
search “Beijing Donation Centers” in our directories at www.beijing-
kids.com. 

Recycle
Founded in 2005, Freecycle Beijing is a yahoo group that “matches 
people who have things they need to get rid of with people who 
can use them.” By following a few simple rules, members can post 
ads for things they no longer need and others will claim them for 
free. the goal is to promote community involvement, reduce con-
sumerism, and keep viable items out of landfills. Join the group at 
groups.yahoo.com/freecyclebeijing.

Founded in July 2009 by nathan Zhang, brandnü is a charity 
store that works with disadvantaged women to upcycle donated 
clothes into stylish, ready-to-wear pieces. the shop accepts dona-
tions of clean, gently-used clothes. Call the donation hotline at 153 
1300 8571 (Chinese only) to find out more. 

Volunteer Valerie MacEnroe and her daughter
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So Long, Farewell, 
Auf Wiedersehen,  

Goodbye!
Easing the transition to a new country for your family

text by Sally Wilson, photo by Dave PiXSTUDIO

Leonardo Koneberg (age 4) and his mom Joanne pack for their upcoming move to Hong Kong
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W
hether it’s the first or third time you’ve moved on as 
an expat family, saying goodbye is still a challenge. It’s 
hard enough for adults to say goodbye, but watching a 
child go through the process – no matter how well they 

handle it – can be incredibly hard. 
uK native Joanne Koneberg moved to Beijing in 2011 with her 

German husband, Rene, and their son, Leonardo. For Leonardo, 
who’s now 4 and a half, Beijing is definitely “home.” The family is 
relocating to Hong Kong this summer, and Joanne knows how impor-
tant it is that Leonardo understands that this move is permanent.

“Lots of his friends are leaving Beijing this summer. In a way this 
has helped,” she says. “We’re not the only ones leaving, so we’ve 
been able to explain to Leonardo that now it’s our turn to find a new 
home.”

Explain the Details
Moving is a tricky concept to make young kids understand, but you 
have to be open and honest and explain the details to them. Make 
clear that the move is permanent, but that nothing will change 
within the family – just house and country. 

For some families, saying goodbye to their ayi and driver will be 
hard. If your ayi has had a very hands-on role in caring for your 
children, their relationship will inevitably be strong. “We’ve had the 
same ayi the whole time, so there is a bond there,” says Joanne. 

there will be friends your child will see again and others they 
won’t. If you try to gloss over this issue by making promises to meet 
up with their friends in the future, your kids may hold you to this 
and it could hamper their ability to move on. Instead, focus on the 
great things they have shared with their friends. While they may not 
see them again in person, skype chats and social media platforms 
mean they can still share happy moments with friends living on the 
other side of the globe.

Get the Kids Involved
Involve your children in planning for the move. they can study maps of 
the new country, collect information and details about their new school, 
or maybe make some food from the local cuisine. If you’re planning a 
look-see trip, go as a family so that the kids feel like they’re part of the 
decision-making for the next chapter in their lives.

“Leonardo will come with us to see his new school and help us 
choose a home,” says Joanne. “We’ve been selling a lot of his old 
toys. He gets to keep the money and is allowed to spend it on toys 
for his new bedroom. He understands everything will be new, and 
he’s very excited about it.”

Offer Comfort – and Lots of It
your child will need lots of reassurance that all is well, from the 
moment you tell them that you’re moving and until you’ve settled 
in your new home. Expect to have ups and downs, and expect to 
explain all sorts of issues again and again. Australians Kate and 
nigel Godde moved to Beijing in 2013 with their daughter Molly (now 
12) and son oskar (almost 10). 

Beijing isn’t their first foreign posting. As a couple, Kate and Nigel 

moved to shanghai in 2001 before returning to Australia in 2009. 
When they went back to Australia with two kids in tow, they thought 
the transition would be a breeze for them since they were going 
“home.” 

“We totally underestimated how this move would impact on 
oskar,” says Kate. “shanghai was his home. He was too young for 
school, so he was with me all the time and, of course, our ayi. He 
was doted on, but back in Australia things were very different.” 

“When you move back to your home country, you’re moving to 
an environment where there is no real understanding of what an 
expatriate lifestyle is like, especially one in China. this transition can 
be so tricky, as we found out, and sometimes the only way through 
is to seek professional help.”

Creating Closure
When we leave a place where we have invested in friendships, 
learned to belong, and built a “home,” saying goodbye is one of the 
hardest things to do. As an expat, it’s one of the things children need 
to learn at a very young age. saying goodbye is acknowledging out 
loud the closing of a chapter in their lives and reinforcing that this is 
really happening. Goodbyes create closure, which will help you and 
your family move forward and ease the transition to a new life.

you probably have hundreds of photographs of your kids with 
their friends, in places they like and doing things they enjoy. Have 
them lead you around the house while you take photographs of the 
day-to-day aspects of their lives. Print out these photos and make a 
memory book or a scrapbook together. 

If you decide to have a party, don’t make it too much of a big 
deal, as this will emphasize the enormity of the impending move. 
However, a nice get-together with friends can help bring closure. 
throwing a party in the middle of all the preparations for the move 
might seem daunting, but making the time for a proper farewell is 
something you won’t regret. 

“Definitely say as many farewells as you can. Don’t try to play 
down your leaving day. Big or small, this is [your child’s] life and they 
have the right to be part of the change as it is happening,” says Kate.

Growing Pains
In those inevitable moments when the kids say they want to go back 
to Beijing, try and turn their feelings into something positive. Explain 
to them that they feel sad because they had a great life there, found 
friendship, and enjoyed lots of happy times.

“Like any change, everyone in the family will go through a hon-
eymoon period in the next phase. Even if your new home is great, 
exciting, and interesting, one by one you will all experience the real-
ization that this change is permanent and you will all experience a 
sense of loss. you have to acknowledge it as real and work through 
it together as a family,” says Kate.

to leave a place where you’ve lived, and not feel sad about it 
would be even more upsetting. Being able to acknowledge this sad-
ness will help your kids realize what a great experience Beijing has 
been, and to look forward to more wonderful things in their new 
home.

       Big or small, this is [your child’s] life and they have 
the right to be part of the change as it is happening
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T
he Cunningham family moved to Beijing six years ago, thinking they’d be here for two. Ten-year-old Sachi 
attends Daystar Academy while 8-year-old Taj is a student at Yew Chung International School of Beijing. 
Dad Rob is the executive chef of EAST Beijing and mom Rani is an event planner. She cites the city’s op-
portunities and rich experiences as reasons for staying. “I hear the same story from many of my friends, 

some of whom are still here 15 years on from their original departure date,” she says. Sachi and Taj were 4 and 2 
when the Cunninghams moved to Beijing; they went straight to a Chinese kindergarten, where they quickly became 
fluent in Chinese. Above, you’ll find Rani’s trajectory for the family’s perfect day in Beijing. Sijia Chen

The Cunningham Family

From left: Sachi (age 10), Toto the dog, Rani, Rob, and Taj Cunningham (8) sitting pretty at their Xingfucun compound
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1“We would start the day around 
8am and set off for a nice long 
walk with our dog Toto, a res-

cued street dog. We live in Lianbao 
Garden in Xingfucun because 
of its amazing community and 
heaps of friends and activities for 
the kids.”

2“While Rob and Taj ride their 
skateboards, we’d head to Moka 
Bros in Sanlitun for lunch. With-

out fail, Sachi orders the ham and 
mushroom crepe with a Berry Smooth 
smoothie and Taj gets the Doctor Rice 
power bowl and Berry Cool smoothie. 
I normally take a mojito.”

3“We might go for another 
walk in Chaoyang Park 
and hire pedal bike carts 

for the kids, then get an early 
dinner at Hagaki, eAST Beijing’s 
Japanese restaurant.” 

4“Sometimes, we get the ayi to 
stay with the kids and head out 
for a date! Rob and I love Mosto; 

the atmosphere is romantic, the service 
is great, and the food is delicious. It’s not 
expensive, so it feels like you don’t need 
a special occasion to go there.”
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