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t h e m a n d deve loped count r i e s . 
Th is m i gh t be t rue for the s tan-
d a r d o f l i v i n g a n d o the r mea -
sures, but i t o f t en doesn ' t app ly 
t o t o u r i s m p r i c e s . Fo r instance , 
the $1071 p a i d for my Shang r i - La 
ho te l r o o m , bought t h r o u g h Web 
site As iaTrave l .com, w o u l d have 
go t t en me no more t h a n the Sal is-
b u r y Y M C A i n H o n g Kong . I n L o n -
don , the cheapest ho t e l room I 
c o u l d f i nd on the Internet cost 
$140, a n d tha t h a d the b a t h r o o m 
d o w n the h a l l . 

The s t a r t l i n g pr i ce d i f f e rent ia l 
doesn ' t end at ho t e l r ooms . Ac-
c o r d i n g to the U B S survey, a 4.8-
k i l ome te r t a x i r ide i n K u a l a L u m -
p u r w o u l d be jus t $1.60, c o m -
pa r ed w i t h $11.60 i n N e w York 
a n d $20.30 i n L o n d o n . 

Boomtown bargains 
J u s t a few decades ago, M a l a y -

s i a was a s l eepy c o u n t r y l i v i n g 
modes t l y of f c o m m o d i t i e s such 
as rubbe r a n d t i n . Now, the econ-
o m y is b o o m i n g . The n a t i o n is a 
wor ld - c l ass manu fac tu r e r a n d ex-
po r t e r o f e v e r y t h i n g f r om auto 
par ts to c ompu t e r components . 
M u c h o f the e xp l ana t i on l ies w i t h 
the po l i c i e s o f l ong - t ime P r ime 
M i n i s t e r M a h a t h i r M o h a m a d , 
w h o s t epped d o w n three years 
ago, He i n t r o d u c e d tax i n c en -
t ives, spent l a v i sh l y on b ig- t i cket 
i n f r a s t r u c t u r e pro jec ts and en-
couraged m u l t i n a t i o n a l inves-
t o r s . K u a l a L u m p u r i s m o d e r n 
a n d p rospe rous , and has numer -
ous a t t r ac t i ons for t our i s t s . So, 
w h y i s i t so cheap? 

Yeah K i m Leng , ch i e f econo-
m i s t o f R A M C o n s u l t a n c y Ser-
vices, a subs id i a r y of a K u a l a L u m -

pur -based c r ed i t r a t i n g agency, 
t i cks off three fac tors tha t he lp 
make i t a budge t d e s t i n a t i o n 
(and that a l so h e l p counte rac t 
the conve rg ing t endenc i es o f g lo -
ba l i za t i on ) . H e a d i n g the l i s t i s an 
unde rva lued cu r r ency : The r i n g -
git is now va lued at about 3.7 to 
the U.S. d o l l a r c o m p a r e d w i t h 2.5 
w h e n the A s i a n f i n a n c i a l c r i s i s 
h i t in 1997, so a t our i s t ' s dol lar , 
euro or y e n buys a lo t more . 

Second, the government subs i -
d izes o i l p r i ces , w h i c h l owe rs the 
ove ra l l cost o f d o i n g bus iness 
and he lps keep t a x i a n d o ther 
t r anspo r t a t i on fares l ow . 

T h i r d , a large f o r e i gn labor 
force, many o f t h e m Indones ians 
w h o w o r k fo r l o w pay, has 
checked wage r ises ; these l o w la-
bor costs keep the p r i c e o f ser-
vices down , w h i c h i s good news 
for t ou r i s t s . "Wages have no t 
kept pace w i t h the g r o w t h o f na-
t i ona l i n come , " says M r . Yeah. 
"We w o u l d have become a h i gh -
wage e c o n o m y j u s t l i k e S i n -
gapore h a d we n o t a l l o w e d for-
eign workers to the tune of 1.8 m i l -
l i on in a w o r k force o f 10 m i l l i o n . " 

Build it and they will come 
There 's a lso the f reewhee l ing , 

en t r ep reneur i a l sp i r i t o f S o u t h -
east A s i a , w h i c h spurs inves to rs 
to t r y the r o l l o f the d ice even i f 
hotels are ove rbu i l t . " A s soon as 
c i t i es l i ke K u a l a L u m p u r a n d 
Bangkok s tar t to enjoy decent oc-
cupancy, more i n v e n t o r y comes 
in to p lay , " says B i l l B lack , m a n a g -
i n g d i r e c t o r o f Bangkok -based 
B e d M a n a g e m e n t Co., a n opera -
to r o f bout ique hote ls a n d res tau-
rants i n Sou theas t A s i a . "There 

are a l o t of i ndependen t inves-
tors , b u i l d e r s a n d deve lopers 
w h o keep add ing inven to ry w i t h 
the hope tha t d e m a n d w i l l ca tch 
up to supp l y . " 

In the p rev i ous UBS survey, in 
2003 , K u a l a L u m p u r a lso p roved 
a b a r g a i n for t ou r i s t s , w i t h its 
o ve rn i gh t c i t y b reak cost o f $230 
r a n k i n g second- lowes t t o Ka ra -
chi 's $150. ( L o n d o n was the most 
expens ive a t $ 9 0 0 , f o l l owed by 
Tokyo at $860 ) . D a n i e l Ka l t , a 
U B S economis t , a t t r ibutes K u a l a 
L u m p u r ' s r e l a t i v e l y cons i s t ent 
pe r f o rmance d u r i n g the years be-
tween the surveys p r i m a r i l y to 
Ma lays i a ' s a b i l i t y to keep a f i r m 
g r i p on i n f l a t i o n . He notes that 
over the three -year p e r i od , Ma-
laysia 's cumu la t i v e i n f l a t i on was 
jus t 5.6%, c o m p a r e d w i t h 12.6% 
i n Ind ia . 

The capital's culture 
Of course , l i ke any major city, 

K u a l a L u m p u r has severa l d r a w -
backs fo r t o u r i s t s . The t ra f f ic 
j ams are m ind -bogg l i ng , m a k i n g 
a t ax i r i d e at r u s h h o u r an exer-
cise in f ru s t r a t i on . No t far f r om 
the g l i t z y s h o p p i n g ma l l s are im-
p o v e r i s h e d ne i ghborhoods w i t h 
c r u m b l i n g b u i l d i n g s — a re -
m i n d e r tha t no t everyone i s shar-
i n g i n M a l a y s i a ' s success. 

B u t t r a v e l e r s w h o bypass 
K u a l a L u m p u r are m i s s i n g some 
e n t i c i n g features . There 's a vi-
b r a n c y tha t matches Bangkok , 
w i t h b a r s a n d r e s t a u r a n t s 
c r o w d e d late in to the n ight . Res-
tauran ts i n K u a l a L u m p u r s p i l l 
out i n t o the streets , a n d s idewa lk 
food v e n d o r s are everywhere . A 
m i x o f e thn i c Ch inese , M a l a y a n d 

Ind ian res idents makes for a v a r i -
ety o f exce l lent cu is ine choices. 
The c i t y has also r e ta ined large 
swaths o f c o l o r fu l e thn ic ne igh-
borhoods . 

The Lake Gardens d i s t r i c t of-
fers a b i r d park , bo t an i ca l gar-
dens a n d s ta te l y co l on ia l - e ra 
mans ions . The Is lamic A r t s Mu-
s e u m i s w o r l d c lass . The area 
a r o u n d the l a n d m a r k Petronas 
T w i n Towers c an keep shoppers 
busy for days. Tour i s t s can also 
take day t r i p s to the f o rmer co lo-
n i a l h i l l s t a t i on o f B u k i t Fraser, 
k n o w n as a spot for b i r d w a t c h -
ing , a n d to the h i s to r i c seaport 
o f M e l a k a . 

A riot of flavors 
A n d t h e n there are the pr ices . 

I c o u l d sample the cu l i na r y de-
l i gh t s of- K u a l a L u m p u r f r om 
m o r n i n g to n i gh t for the cost of a 
m a i n course i n L o n d o n . Ad l y 
R i z a l , the c rea to r o f a K u a l a L u m -
p u r r es taurant Web site, F r i e d -
chi l l i es .com, notes that "ea t ing 
in K .L . f o r on l y three days i s l ike 
go ing to D i sney l and in the m o r n -
ing and hav ing to leave by noon . " 

M r . R i z a l took me to an out-
door f i sh res taurant beh ind the 
K ing ' s Palace ca l l ed Gera i Ser i 
M a l a k a , where three of us or-
dered t w o who l e f reshwater cat-
f ish, a who l e mackere l , cut t l e -
f i sh, a l o ca l r i v e r f i sh ca l l ed teru-
buk and b i g chunks o f st ingray, 
t h e i r spec ia l t y . The b i l l def i -
n i t e l y won ' t p rovoke a protest 
f r om the n u m b e r c runche rs who 
see my expense account . For far 
more f i sh t h a n we cou ld eat, as 
w e l l as a c c o m p a n i m e n t s , we 
p a i d $12. 

the l i t t l e t ouches , s u c h a s t h i c k 
t e r r y c l o t h robes , tha t y ou ' d ex-
pect f r o m a f i ve -s tar ho t e l . D o w n -
s ta i rs , near the g y m , there is a spa 
w i t h h o t a n d c o l d w h i r l p o o l baths . 
The break fas t buf fet features spe-
c ia l t i es f r o m M a l a y s i a , C h i n a a n d 
J a p a n . A l l o f th i s , w i t h taxes and 
serv ice charge , a t the S h a n g r i - L a 
Ho te l , is c o s t i n g me $107 a n ight . 

I h a v e n ' t a s k e d the manage r 
for a d i s coun t , n o r have I used a i r -
l ine m i l e s to cover t w o - t h i r d s o f 
the cost . Rather , my r o o m is so in-
expens ive because I've t aken a 
t r i p to the wo r l d ' s cheapes t major 
c i ty . 

Eve ry three years , Swiss bank-
ing g iant UBS AG does a survey o f 
pr ices a r o u n d the w o r l d , i n c lud ing 
what a t our i s t w o u l d pay for a t y p i -
ca l o v e rn i gh t package of an up-
scale ho te l r o o m , meals , t r anspor -
ta t i on a n d theater out ings . In th is 
year 's survey , r e l eased recently, 
Kua la L u m p u r took the honors , out-
r a n k i n g c i t i es w i t h a r e p u t a t i o n 
for budget t rave l such as M u m b a i 
and Prague. K u a l a L u m p u r ' s to ta l 
U B S t r a v e l p a c k a g e c o s t s 
$ 2 6 0 — l e s s t h a n one -quar t e r o f 
what the same package w o u l d go 
for in L o n d o n ($1,180) or Tokyo 
($1,090), the t w o m o s t expensive 
c i t ies for t our i s t s . 

The t h e o r y o f conve rgence 
teaches us that w i t h g l oba l i za t i on , 
emerg ing economies g r o w so rap -
id ly tha t the gap n a r r o w s be tween 

Kuala Lumpur 
rom my hote l w i n d o w I 
c a n see one o f As ia ' s 
ta l l es t b u i l d i n g s — t h e 
d r a m a t i c P e t r o n a s 
T w i n Towers . M y r o o m 
is spac ious a n d has a l l 


