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Asia-Pacific has emerged as the global powerhouse of crypto adoption. In the 2025 Global Adoption
Index by Chainalysis  India holds the top spot, with Pakistan and Vietnam also in the global top four
and the Philippines in the global top ten. This means millions across the region are not simply
speculating; they're actively holding and using crypto for everyday financial activities like savings,
remittances, and commerce.

1

Investment is following in a big way. Despite a more cautious global venture capital environment,
Southeast Asia alone saw crypto-specific funding surge by an impressive 20% in 2024, hitting $325
million . APAC emerged as one of the largest regional destinations for Web3 venture capital, with
Southeast Asia and broader Asia accounting for a significant share of global crypto funding, led by hubs
like Singapore and Hong Kong. Despite a more cautious global venture capital environment, Southeast
Asia’s crypto‑specific funding grew by about 20% in 2024 to roughly US$325 million, even as overall
fintech funding declined, signalling strong investor confidence in Web3 infrastructure . These numbers
show that investors place real faith in the region's potential to build the next generation of Web3
payments infrastructure.

2
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Of course, adoption and investment are only half the story. Regulators across APAC are stepping up to
turn this enthusiasm into sustainable, scalable payment rails. Hong Kong's licensing framework for
stablecoin issuers, which kicked off in August 2025, sets a pioneering example by balancing innovation
with oversight , Singapore’s Payment Services Act brings a growing roster of digital‑asset and payment
providers into a single supervisory framework, and India’s e‑rupee pilots have expanded to 17 banks,
around 6 million users and over ₹1,000 crore in circulation, with work underway on cross‑border and
programmable use cases. 

4

All of this adds up to a simple reality: Web3 payments are beginning to move beyond hype and into
day‑to‑day use by banks, PSPs and merchants in Asia‑Pacific. For banks, payment service providers,
merchants, and regulators alike, the key question shifts from whether to engage with crypto to how
best to plug into these burgeoning networks with confidence and clarity.

5
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1. Introduction: Why Web3 payments in APAC now
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Three years ago, writing about crypto regulation in Asia-Pacific meant cataloguing bans, warnings, and
regulatory grey zones. That conversation is over.

What I'm seeing across the region in 2025 is something different: the deliberate construction of new
financial infrastructure. Not tentative pilots. Not wait-and-see. Regulators are laying rails that will shape
cross-border payments for decades.

The first wave of crypto in APAC was dominated by trading and speculation, with exchanges at the
centre and most activity focused on price swings rather than day‑to‑day payments. That picture is
starting to change as new instruments and more practical use cases come into focus.

Enter stablecoins, tokenised deposits and CBDCs. Unlike Bitcoin’s volatility, these instruments are
designed for stability, whether through fiat reserves, commercial bank backing or direct central bank
issuance. That stability matters because it turns tokens into credible settlement media: a merchant,
bank or cross‑border trader can plan around value that is unlikely to swing wildly overnight.

The numbers back this shift. Analysts estimate that stablecoin transaction volumes reached roughly
US$950 billion in July 2025, around 120% higher than a year earlier, with a growing share linked to
payments rather than pure trading. While trading still accounts for much of the volume, use in
real‑economy flows, the share of ‘real’ payment use cases tripled between February 2023 and February
2025 — primarily driven by business-to-business (B2B) transactions.6

Web3 payment rails differ from traditional crypto primarily in programmability, speed and reduced
friction. Cross‑border B2B transfers that often took several days and could cost up to 5–7% of
transaction value on legacy correspondent banking rails can, in many corridors, be executed in seconds
at low single‑digit all‑in costs when routed over tokenised cash or stablecoins. McKinsey estimates that
moving just 1% of nostro/vostro balances into tokenised cash could unlock around US$100 billion of
liquidity, and shifting 1% of cross‑border payments to such instruments could save about US$23 billion
a year in fees.7

2. From speculative crypto to Web3 payment rails
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Institutional uptake is no longer hypothetical. According to Fireblocks’ ‘State of Stablecoins 2025’ report,
49% of organisations worldwide already use stablecoins for payments and a further 41% are in testing
or planning phases. The report highlights APAC as one of the most advanced regions, with high
adoption and infrastructure readiness and market expansion as the main driver in Asia. Many of these
firms point to cross‑border expansion and liquidity management as primary reasons for integrating
stablecoins, treating them as strategic infrastructure rather than side experiments.8

Programmable money is the other big differentiator. Web3 rails can support contracts that embed
compliance checks into the payment itself, loyalty or rewards tokens that trigger benefits automatically,
streamed payments that accrue in real time, and collateralised settlement structures that reduce
counterparty risk. Conventional card and messaging networks offer only limited programmability by
comparison, and much less transparency over end‑to‑end flows.

The transition is not plug‑and‑play. Institutions need wallets, APIs, risk and compliance tooling, and the
right partnerships. Survey work suggests that in APAC, a clear majority of respondents already report
having ecosystem partnerships in place and say their internal infrastructure is ready or nearly ready for
stablecoin integration—putting the region in a strong position to scale real‑world Web3 payment use.

On the ground, this shows up in very tangible ways. Platforms serving Filipino freelancers and overseas
workers, for example, now let them receive stablecoin payouts and convert into pesos in local e‑wallets
within minutes, often cutting effective costs from mid‑single‑digit percentages to around 1% or less . In
parallel, multi‑CBDC experiments like mBridge have already processed real‑value cross‑border
commercial and trade finance transactions between banks in Hong Kong, Thailand, the UAE and China
in seconds rather than days , illustrating how regional B2B commerce could ultimately move to
near‑real‑time digital settlement .

9
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For banks, PSPs, and merchants operating across the region, this creates a strategic puzzle. The
regulatory patchwork demands market-by-market navigation. But the direction? That's unmistakable.
Crypto and tokenised assets are being pulled into the formal financial system. The only question is who
writes the rules.

4

8- https://www.fireblocks.com/report/state-of-stablecoins
9- https://www.transfi.com/blog/stablecoin-payments-in-the-philippines-redefining-remittances-and-online-work-payments
10- https://www.bis.org/about/bisih/topics/cbdc/mcbdc_bridge.htm
11- https://www.hkma.gov.hk/media/eng/doc/key-functions/financial-infrastructure/mBridge_Building_a_multi_CBDC_platform_for_international_payments.pdf
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The arc from 2017 to 2025 is a story of hard lessons. China’s sweeping 2021 move to criminalise most
crypto trading and clamp down on mining was one answer: use a near‑total prohibition to keep
monetary control and capital flows firmly onshore. It met Beijing’s policy objectives at home, but
elsewhere the takeaway was different: blanket bans tend to push activity offshore or underground,
beyond supervisory reach.

Singapore’s path illustrates that adjustment. MAS went from championing fintech sandboxes in 2016 to
rolling out the Payment Services Act in 2020, pulling crypto intermediaries into a licensing and
supervision net. When high‑profile failures like Terraform Labs and Three Arrows Capital—both with
Singapore links—blew up, MAS tightened the screws: crypto ATMs were shut, retail‑facing advertising
was curbed, and in August 2023 MAS finalised one of the first bespoke stablecoin frameworks for
single‑currency tokens pegged to SGD or G10 currencies, with 100% reserve backing and strict
redemption rules.  The subtext was clear: you can build here, but only on MAS’ terms.12

Hong Kong chose a different route to a similar destination: lead with clarity and openness, then
regulate hard. Its virtual asset trading platform (VASP) regime took effect in June 2023, making SFC
licensing mandatory for centralised platforms serving Hong Kong investors. By early 2025, nine
platforms had secured licences. On top of that, Hong Kong passed its Stablecoin Issuer Ordinance in
2025 , putting HKMA in charge of licensing fiat‑referenced stablecoin issuers from 1 August 2025 with
requirements including at least HK$25 million in paid‑up capital and fully backed reserves. It is not
softer than Singapore; it is simply more explicit about wanting that business.

13

Australia has been slower off the blocks but is now trying to close the gap. In 2025, the Treasury
released draft legislation to bring digital asset and tokenised custody platforms, as well as payment
stablecoins, into the Australian Financial Services Licence and payments framework, with ASIC and
APRA expected to oversee different parts of the stack . The direction of travel is clear: exchanges,
custodians and stablecoin issuers will need AFSL‑style permissions and will get a defined transition
period once the law is finalised.

14

The pattern across these markets is consistent. Once crypto and stablecoin rails start to plug into real
financial infrastructure, regulators respond—not just with bans, but with increasingly detailed
frameworks aimed at managing risk without ceding competitiveness.

3. From Bans to Frameworks: APAC's Regulatory Evolution

5

12- https://www.mas.gov.sg/news/media-releases/2023/mas-finalises-stablecoin-regulatory-framework
13-   https://www.hkma.gov.hk/eng/key-functions/international-financial-centre/stablecoin-issuers/
14- https://treasury.gov.au/sites/default/files/2025-03/p2025-628504-s.pdf
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4. The Stablecoin Pivot

If you want to see where crypto policy is really being contested in 2025, follow the stablecoin debates.
Stablecoins sit at the crossroads of three things every Asian central bank cares about: payments
efficiency, monetary sovereignty and the global role of the US dollar. That combination is combustible.
Global stablecoin market capitalisation passed around US$200 billion by late 2024  and has continued
climbing, with USDT and USDC still dominating. For emerging markets, these tokens have already
become de facto rails for remittances and cross‑border liquidity.

15

Take India. It receives roughly US$125 billion a year in remittances, about 14% of global flows. In some
corridors where traditional methods can cost 5–7% of the principal, stablecoin‑based routes that land
funds in local wallets at around 1% all‑in are not a rounding error; they are a different cost structure
altogether. At the same time, Standard Chartered estimates that more than US$1 trillion could migrate
out of emerging‑market bank deposits into dollar‑pegged stablecoins by 2028 if adoption accelerates—
a prospect that understandably focuses central bankers’ minds .16

Singapore and Hong Kong have both opted to pull stablecoins inside the perimeter rather than keep
pushing them away. India is taking a more defensive stance. The RBI has repeatedly flagged private
stablecoins as a threat to monetary and financial stability and has signalled little appetite to license
them in the near term . 17

For payment operators, this divergence is no longer an abstract regulatory footnote; it is operational
reality. Which stablecoins are actually licensed in Singapore or Hong Kong? Which tokens are effectively
off‑limits in India? Which reserve models and disclosure regimes will satisfy supervisors in each hub?
Answering those questions—and wiring products accordingly—is quickly becoming a basic competency
rather than a specialist niche.

15- https://www.coindesk.com/markets/2024/12/11/stablecoin-market-cap-hits-200-b-milestone-could-double-in-2025-as-adoption-accelerates
16- https://bankersinstitute.compliancealliance.com/blog/2025/10/07/standard-chartered-1-trillion-could-shift-from-em-banks-to-stablecoins-by-2028/
17- https://www.reuters.com/world/india/being-cautious-about-cryptocurrencies-stablecoins-india-cenbank-chief-says-2025-11-20/
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5.1. Hong Kong – The Regulated Hub

5. Market-by-Market: Where the Lines Are Drawn

Hong Kong is explicit about wanting to be Asia’s virtual asset and stablecoin hub, and it is building the
legal plumbing to match. The virtual asset service provider (VASP) regime under the Anti‑Money
Laundering and Counter‑Terrorist Financing Ordinance requires operators of centralised virtual asset
trading platforms to be licensed by the Securities and Futures Commission (SFC), with full
know‑your‑customer (KYC), anti‑money‑laundering (AML) and client‑asset segregation obligations. At
least initially, licensed platforms could only serve “professional investors”, defined in Hong Kong law as
individuals with portfolios of at least HK$8 million and corporates with HK$40 million or more in assets.
Retail access is now being opened in stages, but always through SFC‑supervised venues.

In February 2025, the SFC rolled out its “ASPIRe” roadmap—standing for Access, Safeguards, Products,
Infrastructure and Relationships — setting out 12 initiatives to tighten security and compliance while
broadening the virtual asset product set. That includes new frameworks for over‑the‑counter (OTC)
trading and custody, refinements to trading‑platform rules, and clearer insurance and
risk‑management expectations

18

Layered on top is the 2025 Stablecoin Issuer Ordinance, which designates the Hong Kong Monetary
Authority (HKMA) as licensing authority for fiat‑referenced stablecoin issuers from 1 August 2025 .
Issuers must be locally incorporated or authorised institutions, hold at least HK$25 million in paid‑up
capital, fully back tokens with high‑quality liquid reserves such as cash and short‑term government
securities, and place those reserves with qualified custodians. Transitional relief runs to January 2026
for existing players that notify HKMA and work toward full compliance. High compliance load, but very
high regulatory certainty. Hong Kong is where the guardrails are visible.

19

Despite this, visible momentum around new stablecoin launches had cooled by November, as
mainland regulators signalled renewed discomfort with retail‑facing digital‑asset products and major
Chinese tech firms paused their Hong Kong stablecoin plans.

High compliance load, but very high regulatory certainty. Hong Kong is where the guardrails are
visible.

18- https://www.sfc.hk/en/News-and-announcements/Policy-statements-and-announcements/A-S-P-I-Re-for-a-brighter-future-SFCs-regulatory-roadmap-for-Hong-Kongs-
virtual-asset-market
19- https://www.hkma.gov.hk/eng/news-and-media/press-releases/2025/07/20250729-4/
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Singapore’s Monetary Authority of Singapore (MAS) has drawn a sharp line between institutional‑grade
innovation and retail speculation. The Payment Services Act (PSA) brings digital payment token services
—exchanges, brokers, custodians—into a payment‑service‑provider licensing regime with full AML/CFT
and technology‑risk expectations.

On top of that, MAS finalised a dedicated framework for single‑currency stablecoins (SCS) in August
2023 . Only tokens that are pegged to SGD or a G10 currency, issued by an MAS‑licensed entity in
Singapore, and backed 1:1 with very low‑risk reserve assets in the same currency can use the
“MAS‑regulated stablecoin” label. Issuers must meet requirements on reserve composition,
segregation, daily valuation, monthly independent attestations and timely par‑value redemption.

20

StraitsX, the Singapore‑based platform behind XSGD (Singapore‑dollar stablecoin) and XUSD (US‑dollar
stablecoin), secured in‑principle approval from MAS as a Major Payment Institution for digital payment
token services  to issue SCS that substantively comply with this framework. MAS has also tightened
conduct rules for digital payment token service providers, including restrictions on retail incentives and
leverage, and enhanced disclosures, with many of these protections taking effect from late 2024.

21

The opportunity is squarely institutional—treasury, cross‑border, tokenised finance. Retail can
participate, but always behind MAS‑licensed intermediaries and under strict conduct rules.

5.2 Singapore – Controlled Innovation

Australia spent several years consulting on digital‑asset rules while others in the region moved to live
regimes. That is now changing. In 2025, the federal Treasury released draft legislation  to regulate
digital asset and tokenised custody platforms and bring payment stablecoins formally into the
Australian Financial Services Licence (AFSL) and payments framework. The draft would require
exchanges, custodians and related platforms to be licensed, meet capital and conduct standards, and
comply with new custody and disclosure obligations.

22

In parallel, the Australian Securities and Investments Commission (ASIC) has clarified that certain
stablecoins can qualify as “financial products” under existing law and in September 2025 introduced
class relief for intermediaries distributing eligible stablecoins, exempting them from separate AFSL
authorisations until June 2028 if the issuer itself holds the necessary licence. 

The framework is still being finalised, which means room to shape it—through consultation and
early‑mover compliance builds—for players willing to engage regulators directly.

23

5.3 Australia – Playing Catch‑Up

20- https://www.mas.gov.sg/news/media-releases/2023/mas-finalises-stablecoin-regulatory-framework
21- https://www.straitsx.com/blog-post/straitsx-receives-in-principle-approval-from-mas-to-issue-scs
22- https://treasury.gov.au/sites/default/files/2025-03/p2025-628504-s.pdf
23- https://www.asic.gov.au/regulatory-resources/find-a-document/consultations/cs-32-proposed-relief-for-certain-stablecoins-and-wrapped-tokens-and-extension-of-
omnibus-accounts-for-digital-asset-custody/
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India is the market everyone wants, but no one has an easy playbook for.

On paper, crypto trading is not banned, but the tax regime is deliberately hostile: a 30% tax on gains
from “virtual digital assets” with no loss offsets, and a 1% tax deducted at source (TDS) on many
transactions. The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has repeatedly flagged private cryptocurrencies and
stablecoins as threats to monetary and financial stability, and continues to argue for tight restrictions
and global coordination.

At the same time, India tops global crypto adoption indices, with tens of millions of users and very high
grassroots usage. Rather than eliminating activity, high taxation and bank‑level caution have pushed
much of it to offshore platforms and informal channels.

RBI’s preferred answer is the e‑rupee, its central bank digital currency. By mid‑2025, retail pilots
covered 17 banks and around 6 million users (60 lakh), with circulation above ₹1,000 crore,  a more
than fourfold increase over a year but still a tiny fraction of cash in circulation. RBI and the government
are exploring cross‑border CBDC pilots and programmable use cases, but as of late 2025 there is no
formal, published regime for INR‑backed private stablecoins.

24

Policy circles expect the 2025–2026 Economic Survey / Budget cycle to touch on digital‑asset and
stablecoin issues, including licensing of exchanges and maybe a route to regulated INR‑linked tokens,
but this remains prospective rather than codified.

Enormous addressable market, but today’s rules channel innovation toward CBDC rather than
private Web3 rails. For now, India’s stance on private stablecoins is closer to “wait, control and
contain” than to Hong Kong’s or Singapore’s “license and supervise”.

5.4 India – Permissioned Digital Money, Cautious‑Control Model

24- economictimes.com/tech/technology/e-rupee-in-circulation-grows-to-over-rs-1000-crore-rbi-exploring-cross-border-cbdc-pilots/articleshow/121485395.cms
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Both the Philippines and Vietnam appear near the top of global crypto‑adoption rankings, driven much
more by remittances and necessity than by degen trading. Regulation is trying to catch up with that
reality.

In the Philippines, Bangko Sentral ng Pilipinas (BSP) licenses virtual asset service providers (VASPs)
under Circular 1108, covering exchanges and custodial services with AML/CFT and risk‑management
requirements. A three‑year moratorium on new VASP licences that began on 1 September 2022 has
now been extended indefinitely from 1 September 2025, with the Monetary Board citing “heightened
risks” around virtual assets and a desire to protect consumers and financial stability. Existing licensed
VASPs can continue operating, and BSP‑supervised financial institutions with strong supervisory ratings
may still apply, but everyone else is frozen out until the central bank decides the risk profile has
improved. BSP has also allowed pilots of a Philippine peso‑backed stablecoin, PHPC, requiring full 1:1
backing with cash and cash equivalents in Philippine bank accounts and treating its issuance and
related services as regulated activity within the central bank’s sandbox.25

In Vietnam, the government has moved from a pure grey area to a structured pilot. Resolution
05/2025/NQ‑CP, effective 9 September 2025 , establishes a five‑year pilot programme for crypto and
digital assets, licensing domestic exchanges, capping foreign ownership in licensed operators at 49%,
and allowing new offerings primarily to foreign investors under strict conditions. Crypto remains illegal
as a means of payment for goods and services, but ownership and trading on exchanges are tolerated,
and a broader legal framework covering ownership, AML, taxation and licensing is expected to be built
out by the end of the pilot.

26

In both markets, adoption has outrun formal rule‑making. Supervisors are pivoting from “ignore or
informally tolerate” to “sandbox and license”, but with a strong focus on remittances, consumer
protection and foreign‑investment controls.

5.5 Philippines & Vietnam – Adoption First, Rules Later

Across these markets, some patterns stand out:

Licensed, institutional‑first hubs: Hong Kong, Singapore and soon Australia are converging on a
model where exchanges, custodians and stablecoin issuers are licensed, reserves are tightly
controlled, and retail is allowed but heavily intermediated.
High‑adoption pragmatists: The Philippines and Vietnam are building structured regimes only after
mass usage has emerged, using moratoria and pilots to slow new entrants while they design full
frameworks
Control‑first giants: India talks innovation but, in practice, is steering activity away from private rails
and toward the e‑rupee and tightly supervised channels

That mix is exactly why a regional play can’t rely on a single regulatory narrative. For anyone building
Web3 payment products in APAC, “where the lines are drawn” is now a market‑by‑market question, not
a generic risk disclaimer.

Pulling it Together

25- https://www.coins.ph/en-ph/blog/bsp-grants-coins-ph-approval-to-pilot-phpc-stablecoin
26- https://ssc.gov.vn/webcenter/portal/ssc/pages_r/l/chitit?dDocName=APPSSCGOVVN1620158806&_afrLoop=62951173952115627&_afrWindowMode=2&Adf-Window-
Id=v1y62t36d&_afrFS=16&_afrMT=screen&_afrMFW=1440&_afrMFH=725&_afrMFDW=1440&_afrMFDH=900&_afrMFC=10&_afrMFCI=0&_afrMFM=0&_afrMFR=192&_afrMFG=0&
_afrMFS=0&_afrMFO=0
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6. How Stablecoins and CBDCs Are Rebuilding APAC’s Money Rails

Central Bank Digital Currencies are Asia‑Pacific’s sovereign answer to private crypto. They are no longer
experiments on slide decks; they are live systems that increasingly sit under real cross‑border and
interbank flows.

China and mBridge. China’s digital yuan, the e‑CNY, remains the largest live retail CBDC, with hundreds
of millions of wallets and growing usage across transport, retail and government payments. Its
strategic complement is Project mBridge , the multi‑CBDC platform built by the BIS Innovation Hub
together with the central banks of Hong Kong, China, Thailand and the UAE, with Saudi Arabia now a
full participant and more than two dozen other central banks and international bodies—IMF and World
Bank among them—watching as observers. Having reached minimum viable product stage in 2024 ,
mBridge has already processed real‑value cross‑border payments and trade finance transactions using
tokenised central‑bank money.

27

28

What mBridge proves is that central banks can do many of the same things stablecoin advocates
promised—atomic cross‑border settlement, programmable trade finance, 24/7 availability—without
handing control of settlement assets to private issuers. In pilots across at least 15 use cases, banks in
participating jurisdictions have used wholesale CBDCs on mBridge to settle commercial payments,
e‑commerce and supply‑chain finance in seconds rather than days, in trade corridors worth over
US$730 billion a year. That is both a new rail for Web3 payment players to plug into and a potential
competitor to the fee pools of today’s correspondent banking model .29

India has chosen a different path but with the same instinct: keep the sovereign hand on the tiller.
Instead of expanding private rupee‑linked tokens, India is channelling innovation into the e‑rupee,
adding programmability and exploring cross‑border pilots rather than opening the door to foreign or
privately issued INR stablecoins. RBI has signalled that bilateral CBDC pilots for cross‑border payments
are a next step and has agreed with the UAE to test a CBDC bridge for remittances and trade, but these
pilots are still in the exploration and design phase rather than live production . For global payment
operators, that means the “on‑ramp” for digital rupee flows will be state rails, not private Web3
instruments, at least for the foreseeable future.

30

Singapore has gone straight for the wholesale layer. MAS’s first live settlement of interbank overnight
lending using wholesale CBDC  The SGD Testnet in 2025 showed how commercial banks can borrow
and repay using tokenised central‑bank money, with those transactions recognised in their official
books and regulatory reports. The state is quietly rebuilding the high‑value settlement layer, leaving
room for private tokens only above that base.

31

Hong Kong, Philippines, Australia, Vietnam. Other APAC central banks are lining up behind similar
wholesale designs. Hong Kong’s e‑HKD work, under the HKMA’s Fintech 2025 agenda, is now explicitly
pivoting toward wholesale use cases—settlement of tokenised assets and cross‑border payments—
alongside platforms like mBridge, positioning e‑HKD as one settlement asset in a broader
digital‑money ecosystem rather than a standalone retail product . In the Philippines, BSP’s Project
Agila is a wholesale CBDC proof‑of‑concept focused on interbank and large‑value payments; testing
with participating banks has been completed, and the results will feed into BSP’s CBDC roadmap, but
no full launch decision has been announced yet.

32

33

27- https://www.bis.org/about/bisih/topics/cbdc/mcbdc_bridge.htm
28- https://www.bis.org/press/p240605.htm
29- https://www.hkma.gov.hk/media/eng/doc/key-functions/financial-infrastructure/mBridge_Building_a_multi_CBDC_platform_for_international_payments.pdf
30- https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/business/india-business/e-rupee-circulation-rises-to-rs-1016-crore-rbi-to-explore-cross-border-cbdc-pilots/articleshow/121493447.cms
31- https://www.mas.gov.sg/news/media-releases/2025/mas-announces-successful-live-trial-of-settlement-of-interbank-overnight-lending
32- https://www.hkma.gov.hk/eng/news-and-media/press-releases/2024/09/20240923-3/
33- https://www.centralbanking.com/central-banks/payments/7963447/bsp-completes-wholesale-cbdc-proof-of-concept-tests
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Australia, through the RBA and the Digital Finance CRC, has completed an eAUD pilot and is now
running Project Acacia to test wholesale CBDC, tokenised deposits and stablecoins for settling
tokenised assets in wholesale markets—again treating CBDC as one of several settlement assets in a
digital‑money stack, not a mass‑market retail product.34

Vietnam has instructed its central bank to research and pilot a CBDC, but remains in the research
phase with no publicly launched pilot yet, and details on whether it will take a retail, wholesale or
hybrid form are still open.

Stablecoins: the design playbook central banks are copying

Before any of these CBDC projects moved beyond whiteboards, stablecoins had already stress‑tested
the core design questions for digital money in the wild: what backs it, how reliably it redeems, and
whether it can sit natively inside cross‑border payment flows. Fully reserved, fiat‑pegged tokens
showed that programmable, internet‑native money could cut costs in remittances, tighten liquidity
management and compress settlement times for B2B trade, long before central banks were willing to
put their own balance sheets on‑chain. 

Strip away the acronyms and the pattern is simple. Stablecoins showed Asia‑Pacific what
programmable, internet‑native money can do for remittances, B2B flows and liquidity. Central banks
are now building their own digital layer underneath: multi‑CBDC platforms like mBridge for
cross‑border settlement, wholesale CBDCs in hubs like Singapore, Hong Kong and Manila, and tightly
controlled retail CBDCs like the e‑CNY and e‑rupee for domestic use. For Web3 payment operators, the
real question is not whether CBDCs will crowd them out, but where they choose to ride on these
sovereign rails—and where they are willing to compete with them.

34- https://www.rba.gov.au/payments-and-infrastructure/central-bank-digital-currency/pdf/cbdc-and-the-future-of-digital-money-in-australia.pdf 
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Regulatory frameworks are not obstacles to navigate around. They are the terrain itself. For banks,
PSPs, and merchants operating in Asia-Pacific's evolving crypto landscape, the strategic question is not
whether to engage with regulation but how to position for advantage within it.

7. What This Means for Payment Operators

7.1 Banks: Four Strategic Options

I've watched this debate play out in boardrooms across the region: should we build, partner, wait for
state rails, or join a consortium? The answer depends on your market position, regulatory
relationships, and appetite for multi-year infrastructure investment.

Option 1: Deep Integration

Build proprietary tokenised deposit or stablecoin infrastructure. This path suits Tier-1 banks in gateway
markets with regulatory clarity — Singapore, Hong Kong, Australia — where significant cross-border
treasury volumes justify multi-year commitment.

HSBC has expanded tokenised deposits for institutional cross-border payments between Hong Kong
and Singapore , processing EUR, GBP, USD, HKD, and SGD with AED planned for 2026 . DBS
participates in Project Guardian . ANZ issued the A$DC stablecoin as a fully-backed payment token .
NAB executed what it described as the world's first intra-bank cross-border settlement using three
stablecoins on Ethereum .

35

36 37

38

These aren't pilots tucked away in innovation labs. These are production systems handling real money.

Option 2: Partnership Model

Integrate with regulated stablecoin PSPs or custody providers via API. This suits regional banks seeking
faster time-to-market without building from scratch.

BNY Mellon's partnership with Circle for USDC creation and redemption illustrates the model . Banks
can facilitate real-time cross-border settlement when traditional rails are closed — weekends, holidays,
after-hours — without owning the underlying infrastructure.

39

The trade-off is control for speed. Margin-sharing, dependency on partner compliance and pricing, and
limited differentiation are real constraints. Evaluate partners on regulatory licensing, operational
resilience, and exit options. Treat this as a learning phase before deeper integration.

35- https://www.about.hsbc.com.sg/news-and-media/hsbc-introduces-cross-border-tokenised-deposit-service-in-singapore 
36- https://www.dbs.com/newsroom/DBS_One_of_the_first_banks_globally_to_adopt_DeFi_protocols_to_carry_out_foreign_exchange_and_government_securities_transactions 
37- https://www.reuters.com/business/finance/anz-becomes-first-australian-bank-mint-stablecoin-2022-03-23/ 
38- https://www.investordaily.com.au/nab-executes-world-first-stablecoin-transaction/ 
39- https://www.circle.com/pressroom/circle-selects-bny-mellon-to-custody-usdc-reserves 
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Option 3: State Rails

Build on central bank digital currencies. This is the pragmatic choice in markets hostile to private
stablecoins.

India is the clearest example. The RBI Deputy Governor has stated that stablecoins "carry huge risk of
replacing currency and policy sovereignty" . Meanwhile, the e-Rupee pilot has expanded to 17 banks
with over 6 million users and circulation of ₹1,016 crore — a 334% rise from 2024 . The strategic
question for banks in India is whether e-Rupee will prove sufficient for global interoperability, or
whether stablecoin access remains necessary for USD trade corridors. The honest answer is probably
both.

40

41

Option 4: Consortium Model

Joint ventures that pool capabilities across banking, Web3, and distribution. Standard Chartered's
partnership with Animoca Brands and HKT formed Anchorpoint, a joint venture for an HKD-backed
stablecoin that applied for HKMA licensing in August 2025 . Japan's megabanks — MUFG, SMBC,
Mizuho — launched Project Pax integrating SWIFT messaging with blockchain settlement .
Consortiums offer shared risk and access to capabilities no single institution possesses. The cost is
governance complexity and slower decision-making.

42

43

40- https://m.economictimes.com/news/economy/policy/unbacked-cryptos-have-no-value-stablecoins-risk-policy-sovereignty-rbi-dg/articleshow/124957806.cms
41- https://www.pwc.in/assets/pdfs/financial-regtech-newsletter-september-2025.pdf
42- https://www.sc.com/en/press-release/standard-chartered-animoca-brands-and-hkt-establish-joint-venture-to-issue-hkd-backed-stablecoin/
43- https://thedigitalbanker.com/mufg-bank-smbc-and-mizuho-bank-parter-to-launch-a-stablecoin/

For payment service providers, the regulatory map is also the competitive map. Where you're licensed
determines where you can operate, and the transition from registration to licensing regimes is creating
moats that favour early movers.

The Licensing Moat

Singapore's MAS Single-Currency Stablecoin framework. Hong Kong's HKMA licensing regime effective
August 2025. Australia's AFSL requirements for digital asset providers. Each creates barriers that
advantage those who invested in compliance early.

StraitsX CEO Tianwei Liu puts it directly: "Striving to be fully compliant is a journey, not a switch. MAS
clarity gave us confidence to build for institutional adoption from day one".44

Gateway Markets First

StraitsX built on its Singapore regulatory footing, partnered with Thailand’s KASIKORNBANK, and is now
integrating into payment platforms in Japan and Taiwan, with an expanded cross‑border settlement
network between Singapore, Thailand, Taiwan and Japan slated for go‑live in Q2 2026.45

This isn't regulatory arbitrage. It's regulatory sequencing — using gateway market credibility to
accelerate regional expansion.

7.2 PSPs: Licensing as Strategy

44- https://www.theasianbanker.com/updates-and-articles/straitsx-builds-the-rails-for-real-world-stablecoin-payments
45- https://www.mexc.com/en-NG/news/154692
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The Embed Decision

Build consumer-facing infrastructure, or provide settlement rails to existing platforms?
The Grab-StraitsX partnership shows one answer . A Web3 wallet integrated within Grab's super-app.
Stablecoin settlement across eight Southeast Asian markets. XSGD and XUSD for enterprise cross-
border payments. The stablecoin is invisible to consumers; merchants receive local currency. The
partnership model scales faster than building consumer distribution from scratch in fragmented
regional markets.

46

Corridor Economics

Not all corridors are equal. Remittances from high-fee markets (6-8% traditional fees versus sub-1%
stablecoin rails), B2B trade settlement (3-5 days versus minutes), freelancer and creator payouts across
borders — these are the use cases where stablecoin economics are most compelling.
The Philippines illustrates the opportunity: high remittance volumes, significant unbanked population,
and regulators who are regulating rather than banning . Markets with all three characteristics deserve
strategic focus.

47

The Competitive Landscape

Banks are moving deep into PSP territory. In Singapore, StraitsX issues SGD‑ and USD‑pegged
stablecoins backed by reserves held with DBS and Standard Chartered, while Paxos’ MAS‑approved
Singapore stablecoin uses DBS as its primary reserve custodian. In Hong Kong, Standard Chartered’s
joint venture with Animoca Brands and HKT plans to issue an HKD‑backed stablecoin under HKMA’s
new regime. In Japan, MUFG’s Progmat platform is linking megabanks MUFG, SMBC and Mizuho into
shared infrastructure for a yen‑pegged institutional stablecoin.

The window for PSPs to establish position is narrowing. The best partnerships and regulatory
relationships are being locked in now.

For banks and PSPs, the real questions are simple: which corridors justify serious investment, which
licensing regimes create opportunity versus friction, and how to build compliance capability that scales
when no one yet knows which form of tokenised money will ultimately prevail – and interoperability
remains the hardest problem to solve.

46- https://www.straitsx.com/blog-post/straitsx-grab-and-ant-international-further-partnership-to-simplify-cross-border-payments
47- https://www.chainalysis.com/blog/asia-pacific-crypto-adoption-2025/
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7.3 Merchants: The Invisible Rail

For most merchants in Asia-Pacific, the stablecoin question isn't whether to "accept crypto." That
framing misses the point entirely. The real question is whether your payment stack is becoming more
expensive and slower relative to competitors who've modernised — and whether you'll notice until it's
too late.

The Thesis: You Won't Know You're Using It

The most successful stablecoin deployments share a common characteristic: the merchant doesn't
know they're using one.

In Singapore, Alipay+ and Grab, working with StraitsX, now let tourists pay at any GrabPay QR merchant
using supported wallets like Malaysia’s Touch 'n Go; the shopper pays in ringgit, the merchant receives
Singapore dollars, and XSGD handles FX and settlement in the background while the merchant just
sees faster cash flow.48

This is the model that scales. Shopify’s June 2025 integration with Coinbase and Stripe means
merchants across 34 countries can accept USDC through their existing Shopify checkout—no new
gateway, no crypto wallet management.  Customers pay from any compatible wallet on Base;
merchants receive local currency by default, or can opt to hold USDC. Mastercard now enables
stablecoin spending at more than 150 million merchant locations via its existing card network, by
linking wallets’ stablecoin balances to virtual or physical Mastercard cards with automatic conversion at
the point of sale.  Stripe’s December 2025 rollout turns stablecoin payments into a configuration
choice in its dashboard—merchants using Checkout or Payment Links can enable USDC payments on
supported networks without changing their integration. 

49

50

The pattern is consistent: major infrastructure providers are building stablecoin rails into products
merchants already use. Wait for a "crypto strategy" and you may find you've been using stablecoin
settlement for months without knowing it.

The Economics

Traditional cross-border card payments layer interchange fees, network fees, acquiring bank fees, and
FX spreads — often 4-6% on international transactions. Settlement takes 3-5 business days.
Stablecoin rails compress this. Shopify merchants accepting USDC pay their standard domestic Shopify
Payments rate, with no extra foreign exchange or international fees, and many are eligible for a rebate
of up to 0.5% on USDC orders—effectively lowering net acceptance costs.  Settlement in minutes turns
what used to be days of locked capital into working cash, which matters more than basis‑point
differences for thin‑margin, high‑turnover merchants. Cross‑border payments and remittances still
average roughly 6–6.5% in fees, especially on bank rails—a spread stablecoin‑based checkout is
purpose‑built to attack.

51

Stripe's data shows monthly stablecoin payment volume grew from under $2 billion to over $6.3 billion
in two years . Cross-border payment fees currently average 6.4% of transaction value — a gap
stablecoins are designed to close .

52

53

48- https://www.straitsx.com/case-study/alipay-grab
49- https://stripe.com/in/newsroom/news/shopify-stripe-stablecoin-payments
50- https://www.coindesk.com/markets/2025/05/15/moonpay-users-can-now-make-stablecoins-to-make-payments-with-mastercard-partnership
51- https://www.practicalecommerce.com/stablecoins-ease-international-payments
52- https://www.theblock.co/post/357967/shopify-coinbase-stripe-usdc
53- https://www.theasianbanker.com/updates-and-articles/bridge-and-the-rise-of-invisible-stablecoin-payments
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54- https://www.stb.gov.sg/about-stb/media-publications/media-centre/singapore-achieves-historical-high-in-tourism-receipts-in-2024/ 
55- https://sg.finance.yahoo.com/news/southeast-asia-see-100-expansion-180427620.html

Where This Matters Most

Tourism-heavy markets see immediate benefit. Singapore's Grab-Alipay+ integration demonstrates the
model at scale — 16.5 million visitors in 2024 , each a potential stablecoin-settled transaction the
merchant never notices.

54

Cross‑border e‑commerce is the next frontier. In Southeast Asia and neighbouring markets like South
Korea and Japan, cross‑border e‑commerce revenue is projected to grow roughly 70% to about US$148
billion by 2027 , outpacing domestic e‑commerce growth. Stablecoin rails offer a single settlement
layer across these fragmented markets, even as shoppers, merchants and payment methods differ
country by country. 

55

B2B trade may be the largest opportunity. Chinese exporters and Southeast Asian wholesalers already
accept stablecoins for faster settlement with overseas clients — even where not formally recognised.

The Decision Framework

Three questions for merchants evaluating their position:

What's your cross-border exposure?
Domestic-only merchants can wait. Those moving money across borders through e-commerce,
tourism, or B2B trade face economics that are harder to ignore.

Who controls your payment stack? If you're on Shopify, using Stripe, or accepting cards through
major networks, stablecoin rails are being built into your infrastructure whether you request them or
not.

What's your cash flow sensitivity? 
High inventory turnover, thin margins, working capital constraints? Faster settlement matters.
Comfortable cash positions? Perhaps not.

The merchants who get this right won't be the ones who "embraced crypto." They'll be the ones who
noticed when their settlement got faster and their fees got lower — and had the sense to lean into it.
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The Common Thread

Across banks, PSPs, and merchants, the strategic logic converges on four points:

Licensing is becoming a moat. The shift from registration to licensing regimes — Hong Kong,
Singapore, Australia — creates barriers that advantage early movers. Compliance capability is no
longer a cost centre. It's competitive differentiation.

Stablecoin fluency is table stakes. Which stablecoins are licensed where, which reserve structures
meet requirements, which corridors work for cross-border settlement — this is now essential
operational knowledge. The difference between "MAS-regulated" and unregulated alternatives may
determine market access.

CBDC integration planning starts now. Project mBridge, e-Rupee, e-HKD — these aren't distant
futures. They're active pilots with commercial participation. If you're not engaging with sandbox
programs, you're already behind.

Regulatory arbitrage has limits. The era of structuring operations to avoid licensing requirements is
ending. FATF coordination, regional regulatory dialogue, and converging frameworks mean the
direction is toward harmonisation — at varying speeds, but unmistakably. Long-term positioning
requires engagement with regulatory frameworks, not avoidance of them.

The institutions that thrive won't be the ones who moved fastest. They'll be the ones who read the
regulatory map correctly.
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The technology is ready. The regulatory frameworks are crystallising. The rails are being built — often
invisibly — into the payment infrastructure merchants and institutions already use.

And yet, for most participants in Asia-Pacific's payment ecosystem, fundamental questions remain
unanswered.

For merchants: What real business problems do stablecoins solve? How do they reduce costs, speed
settlement, or improve acceptance? What's practical to adopt today versus what remains experimental?

For banks and PSPs: Which corridors justify investment? Which licensing regimes create opportunity
versus friction? How do you build compliance capability that scales across fragmented jurisdictions?

For policymakers: How do you enable innovation without importing systemic risk? How do you
coordinate with regional peers when each market has different starting points?

The gap isn't technology. It's translation — connecting what's possible to what's practical, what's
compliant to what's commercial.

Closing that gap requires collaboration: convening regulators and practitioners, publishing
implementation guides that work across jurisdictions, creating forums where institutions building these
rails can share what actually works. This is the work EPAA was built for — and why initiatives focused
on practical guidance, rather than advocacy or hype, matter more now than ever.

EPAA's Stablecoins for Merchants initiative is one example: equipping merchants, policymakers, and
payment providers with clear, neutral insight into stablecoins in digital commerce. Not promotion. Not
speculation. Guidance grounded in regulatory reality and commercial viability.

The institutions that thrive in APAC's next payment chapter won't be those who moved fastest or
shouted loudest about Web3. They'll be the ones who read the regulatory map correctly, built
compliant infrastructure early, and understood that invisible rails still need visible standards.

The rules are being written. The rails are being laid. The question is whether you're at the table — or
reading about it afterwards.

8. Conclusion: From Innovation to Implementation
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