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				Introduction

		

		The publication of the Bitcoin protocol in October 2008 fueled the promise that blockchain and Distributed Ledger Technology (DLT) could do away with intermediation. Decentralized verification and, later, programmable execution were expected to make financial intermediaries redundant. Almost 20 years since, this promise has proved elusive at best. Fully automated financial services have not taken over the market; human governance and formal legal frameworks, compliance, risk management, are still necessary to foster trust.

		However, DLT-based infrastructure may still come to occupy an important place in the financial sector, as adopters move beyond pilots and into production-grade projects. Indeed, so far, we have not seen disruption, but rather gradual adaptation to technical change. 

		The question I want to address today is: can DLT be adopted at scale in a way that satisfies adequate requirements of governance, compliance, and operational resilience? Are there substantial use cases for which it is an economically viable solution? 

		I asked the same questions three years ago, and concluded that the jury was still out.1 Today, my answer is a tentative yes. Yet, I would put the emphasis on the “tentative” qualifier. We are witnessing a gradual building of momentum, rather than a “big bang”.

		DLT in finance spans a wide array of use cases, but many initiatives fall into four main broad categories: crypto assets, for which the technology was initially developed; asset tokenization; financial market infrastructure; payments and settlement, including via stablecoins.

		In what follows I will focus on the last three classes of applications.2 First, I will consider whether DLT adoption in finance and payments has moved beyond promise and into genuine market traction. Next, I will turn to stablecoins. I shall look at the available evidence on their usage, discuss their risks and promises, especially for cross-border payments, and briefly illustrate a possible alternative for the latter use case: fast payment system interlinking. I will conclude with some reflections from the viewpoint of the central bank and the supervisor.

		
				State of the art of DLT adoption in finance and payments

		

		There is by now a widespread sense that the DLT may become an important component of the future architecture of payment systems, finance and market infrastructures.3 In what follows I review some initiatives, with no pretense of completeness.

		A market observatory identified 378 blockchain projects globally among traditional companies in 2025, a 27 percent increase on the previous year.4 Nearly three quarters of these projects were in the financial sector. 

		Many initiatives still take the form of projects or pilots that have not yet reached market adoption. For instance, last March the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission approved a Nasdaq pilot program to trade tokenized versions of stocks alongside traditional equities.5 In Europe, Boerse Stuttgart Digital recently announced the launch of project Seturion, an EU-wide platform for the issuance and settlement of tokenized asset.6 Cooperative initiatives compliant with the EU MiCAR regulation are emerging, such as the Qivalis consortium, a group of banks set up to issue an euro stablecoin, and Bancomat’s EURBA project to launch a euro-pegged stablecoin integrated into Bancomat’s platform.7 Survey evidence suggests that many European asset managers expect to develop tokenized funds over the next five years.8 

		Other initiatives have moved beyond the experimental stage, although with uneven degrees of development. This is the case for several payment-related initiatives, such as private forms of digital/tokenised money, especially tokenised deposits.9 Other initiatives are presented as potentially important building blocks of a future market architecture, but their broader diffusion is not yet clearly established.10 

		Yet other initiatives seem to be gaining visible traction. The available information points to the expansion of stablecoin-related initiatives by major card networks such as Mastercard and Visa.11 Many tokenisation initiatives are also ongoing. BlackRock’s BUIDL fund has grown from USD 530 million at the end of 2024 to nearly USD 2.9 billion by mid-2025.12 New issuance of tokenized assets on D7 DLT, a platform introduced by Clearstream at the end of 2025, have reportedly exceeded Eur78 bn.13 

		On the infrastructure side, DLT is finding practical applications in post-trade and collateral management. For instance, Broadridge reports that daily volumes on its Distributed Ledger Repo platform have grown from almost negligible in 2023 to over US$360 billion on average last February.14 

		One sector that has clearly reached the production stage is stablecoins, which are discussed in the next paragraph. 

		

		Overall, the available burgeoning evidence suggests the following considerations. First, the application of DLT to payments and finance is making progress. At the same time, there is a wide heterogeneity across use cases, and the multiplication of initiatives should not be confused with broad-based success. Some projects are at an early stage, others appear commercially promising, others have reached the market and are rapidly expanding. 

		Second, in many cases the new projects are complementing, rather than replacing, existing processes. Adopters seem aware of the need to maintain full operational continuity, governance safeguards, risk management. The DLT is contributing to the evolution of the financial industry, rather than its disruption.

		Third, hard data on DLT adoption and projects in finance are still limited and uneven. Some of them come from a small number of institutional sources, but most are drawn from industry reports, market surveys, vendors, and operators active in the sector, who may have vested interest in the projects. This makes it difficult to form a reliable picture of the actual diffusion, performance, and economic value of DLT-based arrangements. 

		Fourth, permissionless DLT platforms are inherently fragmented.15 For instance, in 2015 Ethereum emerged as the first fully programmable public blockchain; over the years volumes on the platform increased, and so did congestion problems. This caused fees to climb, and competitors to emerge, offering different combinations of security and cost. But one asset issued on one blockchain cannot be used directly on others, hence the fragmentation. Interoperability solutions are available, but they come at a cost, and so far they have shown important technical vulnerabilities. Note that fragmentation also affects permissioned DLTs, due to the limited levels of interoperability between DLT infrastructures. With the spread of financial applications of DLT, the efficiency gains within institutions might be offset by frictions across institutions, acting as a brake to the scale-up process.

		
				Stablecoins: market developments and problems

		

		3.1	What we know about stablecoins for payments usage

		Stablecoins, the most mature application of DLT in finance, aim to maintain a stable value relative to a specified asset, typically a fiat currency. Today their market capitalization stands at around 315 billion (about 13 percent of the total market for crypto assets) and the vast majority are denominated in US dollars.

		Regulatory conditions are an important factor to understand the stablecoin phenomenon. Tether, and Circle, the issuers of the largest stablecoins by outstanding value (about 56 and 25 percent of the market, respectively, at the time of this writing), are incorporated in El Salvador and in the US, respectively, jurisdictions that are either explicitly crypto-friendly or have been moving toward a clearer and more supportive regulatory framework. In the EU, despite the advanced MiCAR framework aiming to reconcile innovation, financial stability, and monetary sovereignty, stablecoins are in their very early stages. Extreme regulatory approaches may be ineffective: outright bans (adopted e.g. in North Africa, some countries in the Middle East, and China) may not curb demand and may encourage users to shift to offshore platforms and decentralized channels, increasing money laundering risks; strong emphasis on investor protection (e.g. in Japan) may tend to marginalize domestic operators. 

		The available evidence suggests that stablecoins are still used mainly within the crypto ecosystem. Their effective use in real-economy payments remains small and difficult to assess: total annual transaction volumes are estimated at around USD 26-35 trillion, of which USD 400 billion-1.3 trillion related to real-economy payments volumes.16 The latter transactions include those made via the card-based stablecoin initiatives by Visa and Mastercard mentioned above, that have reached an estimated USD 4.5 billion in 2025. These initiatives allow users to fund card-based purchases from a stablecoin balance, while the transaction is converted into local-currency fiat at the point of sale and processed through existing card acceptance infrastructures.17

		There is evidence that stablecoin usage is associated with cross-border payments for remittances and trade flows.18 Indeed, correspondent banking chains still make transfers slow and costly, especially in corridors to emerging economies.19 The Financial Stability Board has been trying to address this problem in recent years, but much remains to be done.20 

		Some studies point to potentially significant efficiency gains from the use of stablecoins for cross-border payments, stemming mainly from shorter intermediation chains and the integration of the messaging and the settlement layers in payment systems.21 A study by the Bank of Italy finds mixed evidence: although measurable cost reductions can emerge in specific corridors, stablecoin-based solutions do not seem to be systematically cheaper than traditional methods, as cost-effectiveness depends on the on- and off-ramp fees charged by crypto-market operators, which account for the largest share of total costs.22 

		In sum, the efficiency potential seems real, but the case is not yet settled. 

		3.2	Problems and risks associated with a widespread adoption of stablecoins

		A large-scale adoption of stablecoins would create various challenges.

		A first problem relates to the so-called “multi-issuance” schemes. Major stablecoin issuers are incorporated in one jurisdictions but operate globally. A host supervisor who wanted to protect domestic users could impose reserve requirements on the subsidiary of a global issuer, based on local issuance. But during times of stress, redemption requests could exceed reserves in one or more jurisdictions, and fall short in others.23 From a financial stability perspective, such arrangements may also act as a cross-border contagion channel, as liquidity stress originating outside the EU could spill over to EU-based issuers, even for stablecoins that comply with the EU Market in Crypto-Assets Regulation (MiCAR), in spite of its safeguards. 

		A second issue relates to AML/CFT concerns. The safeguards provided by traditional intermediaries can be weak or absent if payments are made with stablecoins. Although EU law imposes obligations not just on issuers, but also on crypto-asset service providers, important blind spots remain. Even issuers that are fully MiCAR-compliant and willing to trace stablecoin payment chains may find it impossible to do so. This is the case in particular for the so-called unhosted or “self-custodial” wallets.24 The debate on the issue is ongoing. Some argue that the technology that creates new blind spots may also support more selective and risk-based safeguards.25 However, there is little doubt that from an AML/CFT viewpoint stablecoins present new challenges. 

		A third issue has to do with the legal and governance framework of stablecoins. Most transfers happen on permissionless blockchains such as Ethereum, Solana, and Tron, decentralized networks operated by a global community of independent validators who follow algorithmic – rather than legal – rules. When decision-making, execution and responsibility are spread across different actors, no one fully governs the system. This is a fundamental difference with respect to the existing mainstream market and payments infrastructures, that are run by clearly identified legal entities, subjected to regulatory obligations for security and business continuity, and to contractual responsibilities that can be enforced in a solid legal framework. This difference can create structural weaknesses. For instance, cybersecurity incidents may be difficult to detect and resolve in a timely manner.26 Even assets that are fully compliant from a prudential and legal standpoint may inherit settlement and operational risks from the decentralised infrastructures on which they circulate. 

		Also, validators are remunerated in native tokens, rather than in fiat currency. In Ethereum, for example, validators are paid in ether, whose price is not pegged to any external asset and fluctuated in the range USD 1,200 - 4,100 over the past year. If they were to form persistently negative expectations about the future value of the native token, participation could decline, weakening network security and, in the limiting case, impairing settlement itself. In this sense, price risk in an unbacked native token may translate into settlement risk for all assets recorded on the network served by that token.27 Mitigants for these risks are available, but they are unlikely to be costless.28 

		A fourth issue has to do with fragmentation. This is a general problem of instruments relying on DLT platforms, as discussed in the previous paragraph. 

		The above issues contribute to the concerns about the possible macro-financial stability implications of stablecoins. This is a vast issue, with many facets.29 A key one is that the value of a stablecoin depends on confidence in the issuer, which may become questionable in stressed conditions. Indeed, several episodes of de-pegging have been observed in recent times.30 This problem can be mitigated: regulation in the EU and US requires stablecoin issuers to have full backing in liquid and low risk assets, and to ensure redemption;31 the UK is discussing a proposal to give issuers access to central bank facilities. 

		However, several doubts linger. Only one of the two major stablecoins in the market is compliant with strict regulations. Also, even financial instrument backed by the good quality and liquid assets can experience strong stress – think about the episodes observed in the past among money market mutual funds. More importantly, stablecoins revive an old monetary question: whether a system built around multiple issuers, like the one that prevailed in the nineteenth century in many countries, can remain stable under stress.32 History gives reasons for caution.

		3.3	“Traditional” technology still has an ace up its sleeve … 

		Stablecoins are not the only candidate to address the problems of costly cross-border payments. An alternative “traditional“ technology consists in linking Fast Payment System (FPS). FPS are fully operational in various jurisdictions (e.g. TIPS in the the Euro area, India’s UPI, Brazil’s Pix, Singapore’s PayNow, the US’s FedNow, and many more), and allow cheap, reliable settlement of wholesale as well as retail payments in a matter of seconds on a 24-7 basis. In principle, in a systems linking various FPS each cross-currency payment would be broken down into two single-currency legs (source and destination) and all-or-nothing settlement would be ensured by means of internal, automated coordination steps.33 Such a system could handle a large share of cross-border payment without introducing the complexity of a DLT layer, and could reduce the number of correspondent relationships – arguably a key source of cost – especially if the local central bank acted as the correspondent. The Eurosystem is currently promoting various initiatives on this matter.34

		Complementarities between FPS interlinking and DLTs have also been explored. The BIS developed a framework whereby cross-border payment instructions travel on interlinked FPS, and settlement happens in tokenized central bank money on a DLT.35 The framework could in principle be adapted to encompass other value vectors, such as stablecoins or tokenized deposits.

		
				Conclusions 

		

		The evidence points to a gradual but still selective process of maturation for DLT adoption. Some applications have reached the market, some appear to be expanding rapidly. At the same time, adoption remains uneven across sectors and functions. Hard data are still limited. Some come from a small number of institutional sources, but most are drawn from industry reports, market surveys, and operators active in the sector. This makes it difficult to form a reliable picture of the actual diffusion, performance, and economic value of DLT applications.

		In many cases the new projects are complementing existing processes: the DLT is contributing to the evolution of the financial industry, rather than its disruption; adopters seem aware of the need to maintain full operational continuity, governance safeguards, risk management.

		

		From the viewpoint of the prudential supervisor, the diffusion of DLT applications in finance requires close attention to their potential benefits and risks, and readiness to act. As decentralised and traditional components become increasingly integrated, risks may not merely be the sum of those typical of the two components; they might interact and reinforce each other. A key challenge for supervisors is to understand this interaction.

		Within the central banking community, views differ about whether and how to react to the DLT diffusion in finance. The Eurosystem has been developing the Pontes and Appia projects36 to settle, in central bank money, the cash leg of transactions in tokenized assets; other central banks have taken a wait and see approach. I believe one important motivation for the Eurosystem’s approach is that if asset tokenization eventually found broad adoption and scale up, lack of an appropriate central bank settlement medium would take us back to the 1980s, before real-time gross settlement was introduced. The idea behind this approach is that central bank money should remain the pivot for all other forms of money and digital assets, and that innovation should not come at the detriment of safety.37 

		Concerning stablecoins, they have already reached meaningful scale, but mainly as instruments for crypto trading and liquidity management. Their effective use in real-economy payments remains comparatively limited and still difficult to assess with confidence. There some evidence that stablecoins may generate efficiency gains for cross-border payments, especially those involving developing countries, which are currently slow and costly. At the same time, novel applications of traditional technology could address the same needs: the interlinking of existing fast payment systems could shorten correspondent banking chains and substantially improve cross-border payments.

		Views about the risks and the benefits of stablecoins differ within the community of central banks and supervisors, but I believe there is agreement on a few points: the phenomenon should continue to be closely monitored; the adequacy of the regulatory framework should be reassessed periodically; that greater convergence in regulation and supervisory practice across jurisdictions should remain an objective, even if difficult to achieve. 

		

		Considering that stablecoins are difficult, if not impossible, to stop at the border, I believe that the European Union should remain market-friendly towards stablecoin initiatives compliant with EU regulation. At the same time, it should retain the flexibility needed to remedy weaknesses and address risks as they emerge. In a rapidly evolving landscape, openness to innovation and ability to implement timely correction must remain inseparable. 
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