
Phase one: discovery, 2013–2017
Dr Alexander Ressos, TEP

Attorney-at-Law (Switzerland and Germany),
Solicitor (England & Wales and Hong Kong)

Of Counsel, KGP Legal LLC
alexander.ressos@kgplegal.com.sg

www.ressos.com.sg

Why the history matters
Regulation of digital assets in Switzerland and Singapore was not designed on a
blank sheet. Every rule described in this book was written in response to something
that happened, usually something that went wrong. A practitioner who knows what
the rule was written against will apply it better than one who knows only its text.
This chapter tells the story in four phases, pausing at each of the failures that shaped
the law, and ends with the global layer that increasingly determines what both hubs
do. Part C, Chapters V and VI and Part I, Chapter III tell the Swiss and Singapore
stories in greater detail. Annex A1 gives a year-by-year chronology.

Switzerland noticed Bitcoin early and from the top. In June 2014 the Federal Council
published a report on virtual currencies in response to parliamentary postulates. It
concluded that Bitcoin was neither money nor a security under existing law, that its
exchange for fiat was a financial-intermediary activity subject to the AMLA and that
no new legislation was needed.1 The same year the Ethereum Foundation chose Zug,
Bitcoin Suisse began brokering for private clients and the first cantonal rulings on
the tax treatment of mined and traded coins were issued. The town of Zug's
acceptance of Bitcoin for fees in 2016 was a small act with a large signalling effect.
The label "Crypto Valley" attached itself to the canton around the same time.
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FINMA's contribution in this phase was quiet: it treated Bitcoin exchanges as
financial intermediaries, admitted them to the self-regulatory organisations and
otherwise waited.

Singapore's discovery was institutional. In March 2014 MAS announced that it
would regulate virtual-currency intermediaries for money-laundering and terrorist-
financing risk while declining to regulate the currencies themselves, a position it
maintained for six years.2 In 2016 it launched the FinTech Regulatory Sandbox, held
the first Singapore FinTech Festival and began Project Ubin, a multi-year
experiment in tokenised interbank payments that became the ancestor of Project
Guardian. The decisive move of the phase was the 2017 ICO boom. Zug hosted the
Tezos, Bancor and Status offerings, which together raised hundreds of millions of
dollars within weeks, while Singapore hosted a comparable wave. Both regulators
responded within months. MAS said on 1 August 2017 that tokens which were
capital-markets products would be regulated under the Securities and Futures Act
and issued its Guide to Digital Token Offerings on 14 November 2017.3 FINMA
published Guidance 04/2017 on 29 September 2017 announcing that it was
investigating several ICOs and would apply existing law, and followed with the ICO
Guidelines of 16 February 2018.4
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release of 16 February 2018, introducing the payment, utility and asset token
categories. ↩

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 SingaporeIQ 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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