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Abstract  This paper delves into the development and potential of stablecoins and 
central bank digital currencies (CBDCs) within the Asia-Pacific (APAC) region. It begins 
by tracing the evolution of digital currencies, highlighting the emergence of Bitcoin 
and the subsequent proliferation of various digital assets. The focus then shifts to 
stablecoins and CBDCs, examining their shared characteristics, such as their reliance 
on distributed ledger technology (DLT) and their value being tied to fiat currencies or 
other stable assets. Despite these similarities, the paper underscores the significant 
differences between stablecoins and CBDCs, particularly in terms of their issuance, 
regulatory frameworks and use cases. The APAC region, characterised by its diverse and 
dynamic economies, is presented as a unique landscape for the adoption and innovation 
of digital currencies. The paper discusses the varying levels of progress across different 
APAC countries, with some nations leading in the development of retail and wholesale 
CBDCs, whereas others are advancing in the use of stablecoins. The potential benefits of 
CBDCs, such as enhanced financial inclusion, improved monetary policy implementation 
and increased security, are contrasted with the advantages of stablecoins, including 
accessibility, innovation and privacy. The paper concludes by emphasising the 
importance of collaboration between the public and private sectors in the APAC region to 
foster a robust and inclusive digital currency ecosystem. It also highlights the challenges 
that remain, such as regulatory hurdles and the need to balance innovation with control. 
Ultimately, the paper posits that the developments in the APAC region will significantly 
influence the global trajectory of digital currencies. This article is also included in The 
Business & Management Collection which can be accessed at https://hstalks.com/
business/.
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INTRODUCTION
It may come as a surprise that modern 
digital currencies have existed for less than 
two decades. Bitcoin emerged in the wake 
of the 2007–2008 global financial crisis, 
and the first Bitcoin transaction involving 
physical goods took place in May 2010, 
when 10,000 Bitcoins (then worth US$40, 
now worth US$1bn) were used to purchase 
two Papa John’s pizzas in Jacksonville, 
Florida.1

Since those early days of hype and 
promise, currencies based on distributed 
ledger technology (DLT) have not fizzled 
out, as many predicted, but have gone on to 
create their own global ecosystem. Alongside 
Bitcoin, there are now thousands of digital 
currencies, countless exchanges and digital 
wallets and all manner of digital assets relying 
on DLT.2

Stablecoins and central bank digital 
currencies (CBDCs) are two types of digital 
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currency, specifically designed for use as 
payment instruments. They share several 
characteristics, with both based on DLT 
and their value pegged to a fiat currency 
(or in the case of some stablecoins, another 
asset, such as gold). Stablecoins and CBDCs, 
unlike many other cryptocurrencies, seek to 
avoid volatility, making them therefore more 
suitable as payment instruments.

While alike in terms of their basic 
technology and in tying their value 
to another, more stable asset, the fact 
that stablecoins and CBDCs are issued, 
respectively, by a private entity or by a 
central bank means that there are some 
stark differences. This includes their 
offering and use, different benefits and 
specific design choices that can result in 
quite different outcomes. Design options 
include, but are not limited to, whether 
the stablecoin or CBDC is account-
based and/or the value can be held on a 
device via a token, as well as whether it is 
‘wholesale’ (eg for use in bank-to-bank 
settlement) or ‘retail’ (for use in a wider 
range of use cases, such as person-to-person 
and retail payments). Further, issues such 
as privacy and accessibility can have a 
profound impact on their relative uptake. 
These crucial features can change the 
attractiveness of any digital currency, its 
usefulness in particular use cases and its 
overall beneficial impact on the jurisdiction 
it operates within.

The Asia-Pacific (APAC) region (defined 
in this paper as broadly inclusive of all Asia 
and Oceania) is the most heavily populated 
part of the world, home to 60 per cent of 
the global population. In recent decades, it 
has also emerged as the most economically 
dynamic part of the world.

Yet there is significant diversity across 
the region. Some countries and subnational 
regions are developing rapidly and seeing 
extraordinary innovation in their payment 
systems, whereas others remain as emerging 
economies, seeking pathways beyond a heavy 
reliance on cash and informal systems.

Whether one views the APAC region as a 
whole or more as a loose collection of very 
different markets and sub-markets, with stark 
diversity between urban-rural and across 
particular parts of a single country, there do 
appear to be some general trends that are 
quite different than what is being seen in 
North America or Western Europe.

Momentum is building across the APAC 
region for a sustainable, robust and inclusive 
digital currency ecosystem, just as other 
developed markets become distracted by 
short-term issues and culture wars or are 
entangled by bureaucratic inertia.3

This paper aims to explore the 
developments in stablecoins and CBDCs 
with respect to the APAC region, the relative 
benefits and limitations of each across the 
region and finally, the prospects for both 
CBDC and stablecoins over the longer term. 
This is crucial, as what happens in this region 
will have a significant impact on the future 
of digital currencies globally, providing a 
counterpoint to prevailing narratives that 
conflate US developments with global 
developments.

DEVELOPMENTS
US, European and global developments
In North America, CBDCs are increasingly 
consigned to the dustbin of history. The 
executive order issued on 23rd January, 2025, 
from President Donald Trump declared 
CBDCs to be threats to ‘the stability of 
the financial system, individual privacy, 
and the sovereignty of the United States’ 
while embracing further work on digital 
assets, blockchain technology and related 
technologies.4

Jerome Powell further confirmed that 
the US Federal Reserve would not be 
introducing a CBDC during his tenure as a 
chair of the US Federal Reserve.5

In Canada, the Bank of Canada 
announced in late 2024 that it was closing its 
CBDC programme, though there has been 
speculation that it could re-emerge with the 
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surprising re-election of the Liberal Party 
under Mark Carney, former governor of 
Bank of Canada and Bank of England.6,7

Politically, CBDCs have proven to be 
a surprisingly controversial issue in many 
developed markets, with conservative 
think tanks, politicians and commentators 
citing privacy concerns, fears of state 
control and the potential displacement 
of cash, commercial bank money and 
cryptocurrency.8

Despite being shelved in those 
markets, CBDCs remain in the research, 
proof-of-concept or pilot phase across the 
globe. There are currently live CBDCs in a 
handful of countries, including across a wide 
range of developing markets, although the 
results to date have been far from stellar.9

The Bank of England is currently in a 
design phase for a digital pound, without any 
announced plans to launch.10 The European 
Central Bank is continuing with its CBDC 
work, albeit at a measured pace, with a 
decision expected by the end of 2025.11

The United States — or more accurately, 
the USD — remains the dominant asset 
that backs stablecoins. Forbes claims a 
stablecoin market cap of US$232bn, which 
is dominated by Tether (USDT) and USD 
Coin (USDC) — together accounting for  
90 per cent of global stablecoin value.12

Much of the attention on stablecoins has 
remained centred around the United States, 
particularly with the Trump administration’s 
embrace of all things crypto. One of the 
first acts of the new administration was to 
promote a ‘Strategic Bitcoin Reserve’ and a 
‘US Digital Asset Stockpile’.13

There have also been attempts to foster 
stablecoins in the United States through the 
GENIUS Act, which creates a regulatory 
framework for stablecoins in the United States.14

Stablecoins are used globally, and 
non-USD stablecoins are in their initial 
stages. STATIS Euro, the largest Euro 
stablecoin, has a market cap of US$140m, 
which is equivalent to 0.1 per cent of the 
market cap of Tether’s USDT.

APAC developments
In the APAC region, there is a markedly 
different trajectory than elsewhere, and 
particularly in the United States, with 
concurrent development work happening on 
both CBDC and stablecoin ecosystems.

There is significant work on CBDCs 
in many Asian markets, with most progress 
being made in countries such as China, India, 
Thailand and Cambodia on retail CBDCs, and 
progress on wholesale CBDCs being made 
in Singapore and Hong Kong, while China 
and Hong Kong continue to advance their 
e-HKD and e-CNY pilots (Figure 1).15,16

China has been pushing ahead with its 
e-CNY programme, a retail CBDC pilot 
targeted at urban centres, with a focus 
on public transport and major events.17,18 
Stablecoin use in the APAC region, 
particularly in Japan, South Korea and 
Hong Kong, remains high, with USDC and 
USDT being heavily traded on stablecoin 
exchanges.19 However, their use in payments 
is much harder to discern.20

While use of USD-based stablecoins 
remains high within parts of Europe, 
the development of stablecoins in local 
currencies is emerging. There are now SGD 
(Singapore dollar) and IDR (Indonesian 
Rupiah)-linked stablecoins issued by 
Singapore-based StraitsX, as well as stablecoin 
initiatives in India, Japan and Turkey.21

The regulatory regime around stablecoins 
is also being created in various countries, 
with Thailand having developed a robust 
regulatory framework for digital assets.22 
Hong Kong is also pushing ahead with its 
own stablecoin regulatory framework.23,24

This global split is stark — with the APAC 
region increasingly leading the world in 
exploring both wholesale and retail CBDC 
development while continuing to press ahead 
on the use and development of stablecoins. 
Meanwhile, in North America, the crypto/
CBDC debate has become highly politicised, 
with a rejection of CBDCs, while elsewhere 
in the developed world, such as Europe, 
progress remains sluggish on both fronts.
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THE CASE OF CBDCS
What, then, are some of the benefits that 
CBDCs would bring to the APAC region?

Regulation and stability
Because they are issued and regulated by 
central banks, CBDCs carry an inherent 
trustworthiness that a stablecoin issuer must 
earn. Unlike stablecoins, which are subject 
to market and regulatory uncertainties, the 
central bank backing of CBDCs makes them 
less susceptible to volatility, providing a more 
secure and reliable form of digital currency.25

Financial inclusion
CBDCs also have the potential to enhance 
financial inclusion, which can be a significant 
issue in some economies in the APAC region. 
Central banks can design CBDCs to be 
accessible to those without access to traditional 
banking infrastructure, and, if implemented 
effectively, they can form a part of a broader 
strategy to promote greater financial 
inclusion.26 Cost remains a barrier to traditional 
banking in many developing markets, and a 
CBDC could be provided at minimal cost or 
even free of charge as a public service.

Monetary policy implementation
CBDCs provide central banks with greater 
control over their monetary policy. By 
having control over the digital currency, 
central banks would have a mechanism to 
influence interest rates, manage inflation 
and promote economic stability more 
efficiently and more swiftly than through 
traditional market operations, which often 
involve uncertainty and delay. CBDCs 
also help preserve the role of central bank 
money, particularly as certain forms, such 
as cash, are used less frequently. This can 
be a significant issue in the APAC region, 
where some currencies remain susceptible 
to volatility.27

Security and fraud prevention
CBDCs can offer enhanced security features 
compared with stablecoins. Central banks 
can implement robust security measures, 
such as encryption and multifactor 
authentication, to protect against fraud and 
cyberattacks. Additionally, the centralised 
nature of CBDCs allows for better 
monitoring and regulation, reducing the risk 
of illicit activities such as money laundering 
and terrorist financing.28

Timeline: Race for the future of money
Number of countries and currecncy unions exploring CBDC over time
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Figure 1  Number of countries and currency unions exploring central bank digital currencies (CBDCs)

Source: Central Bank Digital Currency Tracker (n.d.) ‘Data for July 2025 from Atlantic Council’, available at www​
.atlanticcouncil.org/cbdctracker/ (accessed 17th August, 2025).
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Consumer protection
CBDCs have the promise of better consumer 
protection than stablecoins. Central banks 
can work independently or in collaboration 
with other regulators to establish clear 
regulations and guidelines to protect 
users from risks such as fraud and theft. 
Stablecoins, being privately issued, often 
rely on contractual agreements and may not 
offer the same level of consumer protection 
afforded by regulatory oversight.29

Interoperability and efficiency
CBDCs can be designed to be interoperable 
with other payment systems, both 
domestically and cross-border. This has 
the potential to make transactions more 
efficient, seamless and scalable, and to foster 
innovation across financial systems.30

Transparency and accountability
CBDCs can offer greater transparency and 
accountability than stablecoins. Central 
banks can provide clear and transparent 
information about the issuance, management, 
and use of CBDCs, ensuring that users 
have confidence in the digital currency. 
Stablecoins, being privately issued, may not 
offer the same level of transparency and can 
be subject to opaque practices.31

Consumer literacy
Despite their technical accessibility, 
stablecoins remain unfamiliar to most 
users outside the crypto-native ecosystem. 
In the APAC region, the unbanked and 
underbanked continue to rely on cash or 
established mobile wallet infrastructures 
— tools that do not require self-custody 
or blockchain literacy. By contrast, many 
stablecoin platforms involve onboarding 
processes and interfaces that pose high 
barriers to entry, particularly for users in 
low-literacy, low-connectivity or rural 
environments. As a result, stablecoin adoption 

remains concentrated within more financially 
literate and digitally fluent segments, limiting 
the current role of stablecoins in advancing 
broad-based financial inclusion, especially in 
the APAC region.32

THE CASE FOR STABLECOINS IN THE 
ASIA-PACIFIC
What, then, are some of the benefits that 
stablecoins would bring to the APAC region?

Accessibility
Stablecoins, such as USDT and USDC, are 
typically more flexible and accessible than 
CBDCs. They are widely available on various 
blockchain platforms and can be used 
globally without requiring a bank account.

This makes them particularly useful for 
individuals and businesses in regions with 
limited access to traditional banking services 
or where the ability to undertake things 
like cross-border payments is restricted by 
currency controls.33

Currency controls remain in place across 
several APAC economies and, although they 
exist for specific economic and monetary 
policy reasons, they can make certain types 
of transactions difficult and cumbersome. 
As a result, cryptocurrencies, including 
stablecoins, have gained popularity in certain 
use cases such as gaming platforms and 
online commerce.

Because CBDCs are issued and regulated 
by central banks, they are likely to impose 
restrictions on their use and accessibility. It 
would be difficult to expect a country with 
currency controls to introduce a CBDC 
without similar controls.

Even in digitally connected markets, many 
conservative financial ecosystems maintain 
a deep-seated trust in government-backed 
money. The idea of privately issued digital 
currency — especially those pegged to 
foreign fiat — raises concerns about stability, 
regulatory oversight and recourse. This 
trust gap presents a persistent headwind 
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for stablecoin adoption, particularly where 
central banks hold long-standing influence 
over public payment behaviour.

Innovation and integration
Because of their accessibility through a 
variety of platforms, stablecoins play a 
major role in enabling innovation within 
the cryptocurrency space. Many are now 
integrated into various decentralised 
finance (DeFi) platforms, allowing users 
to participate in a wide range of lending, 
borrowing and trading activities.34

This integration creates the basis for a 
vibrant ecosystem of financial services, driven 
by stablecoins’ growing acceptance across 
exchanges, merchants and platforms, making 
them a versatile tool for digital transactions. 
Further, the promise of programmability 
opens up a wide range of exciting and 
innovative use cases.

CBDCs hold out a similar promise. 
However, stablecoins have a first-mover 
advantage, as CBDCs remain in the early 
stages of development and will take time to 
achieve comparable levels of integration and 
innovation.

Decentralisation
One of the main advantages of stablecoins is 
their decentralised structure. They are issued 
or enabled by private entities and often 
operate on decentralised networks. This 
means that transactions can be conducted 
without the need for intermediaries, 
thereby reducing costs, increasing efficiency 
and eliminating reliance on a central 
operator.

Although CBDCs could theoretically 
be decentralised, it is difficult to imagine a 
central bank not wishing to maintain some 
level of control to achieve broader policy 
objectives, such as managing fraud and 
monetary policy outcomes. As a result, one 
would expect CBDCs in the APAC region 
to remain centrally controlled and subject 

to oversight and intervention, making a 
decentralised CBDC highly unlikely.

Privacy
The other — and often most important — 
feature of stablecoins and cryptocurrency 
is the privacy they afford to end users. 
Transactions involving stablecoins can 
be conducted with a higher degree of 
anonymity, depending on the blockchain 
they are built on. While CBDCs are designed 
to offer transparency and traceability, and 
some models incorporate privacy-preserving 
features, the persistent concern remains that 
such privacy could be modified or revoked 
by a central bank or government authority.35

Speed and efficiency
While the ability to process at high volumes 
remains challenging, in some instances, 
stablecoins can offer faster and more efficient 
transactions compared with traditional 
banking systems that lack a real-time 
payment system or effective cross-border 
interlinkages.36

While CBDCs hold out similar promise, 
as already noted, they are in development, 
and their implementation remains years away, 
unlike stablecoins, which are already widely 
used in some contexts.

Although the relative strengths of CBDCs 
and stablecoins are becoming clearer across 
areas such as regulation, accessibility and 
innovation, several additional considerations 
are emerging. These include the cost and 
complexity of implementing CBDC 
infrastructure at scale, the potential 
disintermediation of commercial banks 
and the respective roles these instruments 
might play in financial crises or periods of 
economic instability.

In markets with inflationary pressure or 
limited access to foreign exchange (FX), 
stablecoins have occasionally acted as 
flight-to-stability tools, whereas CBDCs, if 
fully deployed, could provide governments 
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with a secure channel for direct stimulus 
delivery, welfare disbursement or emergency 
support.

These resilience-related use cases are 
particularly relevant across parts of the 
APAC region, where exposure to natural 
disasters, political volatility and uneven 
financial infrastructure can significantly affect 
monetary access and recovery. Cross-border 
use and FX implications also remain 
crucial, especially in a region where trade 
interconnectivity and remittance corridors 
make multi-currency interoperability a 
strategic priority.

WHY APAC IS DIFFERENT?
What can be expected in the coming 
years in terms of CBDC and stablecoin 
development, and what significant differences 
does the APAC region exhibit compared to 
the rest of the world?

Primarily, financial inclusion remains a 
significant issue in the APAC region. While 
in developed markets, claims of supporting 
financial inclusion can often appear 
disingenuous, financial inclusion remains 
a genuine issue in many economies where 
access to bank accounts and digital payments 
has been historically difficult. The rapid and 
widespread uptake of first feature phones, 
and now smartphones, has introduced a 
technology that offers access to hundreds of 
millions who previously relied on informal 
credit or cash transactions.37

A related issue is that of economic 
development. In much of the APAC region, 
CBDCs and stablecoins are seen as important 
building blocks for advancing economic 
development, whether through technological 
innovation, creation of platforms for new 
applications or enablement of trade. Stablecoin 
and CBDC initiatives are often tied to 
questions of national sovereignty, serving 
to enforce the relevance and positioning of 
national currencies of APAC region.38

Despite some shared themes, APAC is not 
a uniform market. The region spans advanced 

digital economies like Singapore and 
South Korea, high-cash economies like the 
Philippines and Vietnam and frontier markets 
experimenting with leapfrog development 
strategies.

Together, financial inclusion and 
economic development have prompted 
governments and central banks to take a 
far more active role in shaping the digital 
currency ecosystem. While they may take 
their lead from market uptake, there is broad 
acceptance that government bodies — and 
in particular, central banks — have a role 
in fostering a vibrant environment, and 
that leaving it solely to the market entails 
significant risks.

As a result, greater collaboration is 
emerging across the APAC region. This 
includes public–private collaboration — for 
example, the ability to use e-CNYs through 
Alipay or the involvement of private-sector 
participants in the Monetary Authority of 
Singapore’s Project Orchid.39,40

This effort extends to collaboration 
between countries as well — for example, 
Project mBridge, which brought together 
the central banks of China, Hong Kong, 
Thailand and the United Arab Emirates (and 
most recently, Saudi Arabia) to explore the 
use of CBDCs for cross-border payments.41

This commitment to collaboration 
and innovation, aimed at addressing issues 
such as financial inclusion and economic 
development, provides a robust foundation 
for future progress in both CBDCs and 
stablecoins.

However, several challenges remain. The 
persistence of currency controls in some 
markets, coupled with an almost insatiable 
hunger for innovative solutions, means that 
APAC government, regulators and central 
banks may be consistently behind the curve —  
seeking to tame a wave that moves faster than 
their own processes. There are also vexed 
questions around the appropriate balance with 
data access, control and privacy —  
issues that become increasingly pointed as 
geopolitical tensions escalate.
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Ground-level considerations
The success of any digital currency 
initiative in the APAC region will depend 
on its ability to serve real-world users — 
individuals and businesses operating in 
both formal and informal economies. For 
instance, gig workers in the Philippines, 
small-scale merchants in India and 
remittance-receiving households in 
Indonesia require systems that are accessible, 
cost-effective and seamlessly integrated into 
their financial behaviours.

This highlights the importance of 
designing solutions that prioritise trust, 
convenience and usability — going beyond 
simply achieving technological advancement 
or regulatory compliance.

Coexistence of models
It is increasingly likely that the APAC 
region will adopt a dual-track model, where 
CBDCs serve public policy goals such as 
inclusion and monetary stability while 
stablecoins drive private-sector innovation 
and financial flexibility. The main challenge 
will be establish governance structures that 
support interoperability, data protection 
and user choice, without compromising the 
integrity of either system.

Underpinning these developments is 
a clear emphasis on national sovereignty. 
In much of the APAC region, digital 
currency initiatives are not just about 
efficiency or innovation — they are 
strategic tools to safeguard monetary 
autonomy in an increasingly multipolar 
and digitised financial environment. 
Regional CBDC integration, exemplified 
by Project mBridge, reflects a policy 
response aimed at reducing reliance on 
foreign-denominated stablecoins and 
asserting greater control over domestic 
and cross-border financial infrastructure. 
This sovereignty-first mindset is actively 
shaping the region’s leadership in CBDC 
experimentation, standards development 
and coregulatory models.

CONCLUSION
In summary, while both CBDCs and 
stablecoins have their merits, CBDCs 
offer greater regulation, stability, 
financial inclusion, monetary policy 
implementation, security, consumer 
protection, interoperability and 
transparency. Stablecoins, meanwhile, are 
already active in the market, fostering 
innovation and providing privacy.

The pragmatic focus on genuine 
economic and social needs marks a refreshing 
departure from the heated ideological 
debates seen in North America or the 
sense of a solution in search of a problem 
that characterises parts of Europe. The 
commitment to collaboration and innovation 
between the public and private sectors in 
APAC also offers a compelling model for 
other regions, where innovation is too often 
framed as a zero-sum game between the 
government and industry.

This pragmatic, outcomes-focused 
approach offers a refreshing counterpoint to 
the ideological stalemates in North America 
and the regulatory inertia of Europe. As 
the APAC region continues to refine both 
public and private digital currency models, it 
may not only shape regional outcomes but 
also help define the global trajectory for the 
future of digital currency.
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