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The honest comparison between Hong Kong and Singapore turns on four factors
that no table captures. The first is China. Hong Kong is the only place where a
digital-asset business can sit under the "one country, two systems" arrangement,
with mainland capital, mainland talent and mainland policy within reach and
mainland prohibition of crypto trading at its border. For a business whose
customers or investors are Chinese, or whose tokenisation project involves
mainland assets, Hong Kong has no substitute. For a business that wants distance
from Beijing, Singapore has no substitute either. The second factor is the regulatory
style. The SFC writes detailed conditions and enforces them through licence terms,
which gives certainty and removes flexibility. MAS writes principles and consults,
which gives flexibility and leaves judgment calls to the firm. The third factor is the
court system. Both are excellent common-law systems with experienced commercial
judges. The fourth is the political horizon, on which clients hold views that a lawyer
should hear and need not share.

In my practice the answer has settled into a pattern. A Swiss group that wants Asia
begins in Singapore, because MAS's integrated model, the DTSP clarity and the
fund-incentive regime fit a Zug business best. It adds Hong Kong when one of three
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triggers appears. The first is a mainland Chinese investor or customer base. The
second is a tokenised product that needs the Stock Exchange of Hong Kong or the
HKMA's stablecoin regime. The third is a private-banking relationship with a Swiss
bank's Hong Kong booking centre. The Hong Kong entity is then a licensed
intermediary or a stablecoin issuer, never the group's holding company. The reverse
pattern, a Hong Kong group adding Zug, occurs when the group's protocol needs a
Swiss foundation or when its European clients need a Swiss custodian that MiCA

does not reach. Singapore sits between the two as the operating centre.

Singapore perspective

A Singapore MPI that receives enquiries from Hong Kong clients should check two
things before answering them. Actively marketing a virtual asset exchange to the
Hong Kong public without an AMLO licence is an offence. The SFC reads "actively
marketing" to include Hong Kong-targeted content, Cantonese-language material
and local promotional events. A Hong Kong client who finds the Singapore platform
by itself is a different case, but the platform should be able to prove it. If the Hong
Kong business grows, the licensed VATP route costs more than the Singapore
licence did and requires a Hong Kong company with a Hong Kong associated
custody entity. Most Singapore platforms that tried it in 2023 and 2024 decided that
the Hong Kong market was too small for the price and served it through a licensed
Hong Kong partner instead.

Client question

"Our family office is in Singapore and our private bank is in Ziirich with a Hong
Kong booking centre. Where should the crypto sit?" Put the long-term holdings
with a Swiss or Singapore custodian that offers insolvency segregation under Art.
242a DEBA or the PSA trust rules, because those are statutory protections. Use the
Hong Kong booking centre for exposure through SFC-authorised ETFs if the bank
will not take direct token custody, which many still will not. Keep the Hong Kong
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entity out of the structure unless there is a mainland reason for it. And read the
custodian's terms once a year, because Gatecoin's customers lost their trust

protection through a change of terms they never read.

Disclaimer

This article is provided for general information only. It is based on publicly available sources as at its
date of publication. These sources have not been independently verified against licences, regulatory
registers or the records of the entities concerned. It is not legal, tax, financial or investment advice.
Nor is it a recommendation to invest in, transact with or use the services of any entity mentioned.
Law and regulation change frequently, so the content may be incomplete or outdated. To the fullest
extent permitted by law, Dr Alexander Ressos and the publisher of SingaporelQ exclude all liability
for loss or damage arising from the use of or reliance on this article. Readers should obtain advice on
their specific circumstances before acting or refraining from action.

Names and trademarks of the entities discussed belong to their owners and are used for identification
only. Their mention implies no endorsement, affiliation or allegation of wrongdoing. All Singapore
law advice is provided by a duly licensed and regulated firm of Singapore advocates and solicitors
only on the basis of an express written letter of engagement. Corrections and updates:
contact@ressos.com.
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