
Bitcoin, battered by warnings about volatility and
bubble-like appreciation, may have found a way
to play a niche role in a big market: overseas mon-

ey transfers. Used as a transfer mechanism rather than a
currency, bitcoin circumvents banks’ transaction fees.
Start-ups such as Bitspark in Hong Kong, and Bloom,
Payphil, coins.ph and Satoshi Citadel Industries’ (SCI)
remittance unit Rebit in Philippines, are trying to turn
that into a business model.

Reduced liquidity on cryptocurrency exchanges and
regulatory uncertainty are, for now, limiting monthly bit-
coin-based remittances to millions of dollars in a multi-
billion-dollar market, the start-ups say. But if cryptocur-
rencies mature, they say, traditional businesses will be in
for some serious disruption.

“Bitcoin is so much better as a mechanism to send
money around the world,” said George Harrap, chief
executive of Bitspark, a company that performs
transfers for dozens of remittance shops in Hong
Kong, Philippines, Indonesia, Vietnam, Pakistan,
Nigeria and Ghana. “There’s a lot less overhead that
you need to do.”

Many of the start-ups, such as Bitspark, do not deal
directly with individual customers, but instead provide
the “back end” transfer mechanism for remittance shops.
The businesses estimate how much money they will
need for a day, buy bitcoin in advance and immediately
sell it for the currency in the receiving country. That
means they do not hold cryptocurrency for any mean-
ingful length of time, and customers’ transactions are
resolved in minutes, rather than days.

Kate Corporal, 28, a Filipina working at an internation-
al company in Incheon, South Korea, said she saved
“huge” amounts sending money home using Rebit com-
pared with traditional services. “One thing I can guaran-
tee is that the money I intended to send and the money
that my family received was exactly the same,” Corporal

said. “Using bitcoin is really helpful for many Filipinos ...
as every single cent that we send can be very significant.”

Reduced demand for cryptocurrencies in smaller
economies often means bitcoin prices are lower, so
sending $100 to Indonesia or the Philippines via bitcoin
results in the equivalent of more than $100 at the other
end. Without the bank fees, the shops say they can
charge their customers 25 to 75 percent less. But the
model has little to no advantage in markets with larger
Filipino communities such as Hong Kong and Singapore,
where competition is high and fees are low - roughly 1-2
percent, compared with 10-15 percent in South Korea.
Rebit sends money to Philippines mainly from South

Korea, Japan and Canada and is looking to expand to
the Middle East.

Liquidity problems
The giants Western Union and Moneygram, which

dominate the current market, are testing Ripple’s XRP, a
cryptocurrency smaller and more centralized than bit-
coin. But the industry’s transformation does not appear
imminent. The value of all bitcoin held globally is about

$160 billion, roughly two-thirds of the Asian remittance
market and a third of the global one, according to World
Bank estimates. That means local cryptocurrency
exchanges cannot cope with the cash flow needs of
larger businesses.

“As soon as you’re doing $10-15 million a day, liquid-
ity becomes an issue and you’re wondering, ‘how am I
going to do this,’” said Prajit Nanu, chief executive and
co-founder of InstaReM, which remits money to over 60
countries. The start-ups avoid holding bitcoin for more
than a few minutes because of its volatility. Bitcoin now
trades around $10,000, 10 times higher than a year ago,
but half its December peak - a common swing for the
emerging asset class. “We started in 2014, when bitcoin
crashed from $1,000 to $200-$300 and luckily our
business model didn’t rely on speculation,” said SCI co-
founder Miguel Cuneta. “We are merely using it as a
transfer mechanism,” he added. “We convert it as soon
as possible.”

Unclear rules
Cuneta says Rebit was only approved by Philippine’s

central bank last year. South Korea’s backing away from
banning cryptocurrency trading was encouraging, he
said, but more clarity was needed in Seoul and else-
where. In Singapore, start-up Toast gave up using bit-
coin for remittances so it could get licensed. It is now
transferring money the traditional way but plans to offer
loans and insurance using blockchain technology and
smart contracts - a product offered by bitcoin’s main
rival Ether and others.

“If you bought cryptocurrency as part of a money
remittance mechanism it is very difficult to get your
remittance license in Singapore or anywhere else
because the regulators are still not sure how they are
going to govern cryptocurrency,” said Aaron Siwoku,
Toast’s founder. —Reuters
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Oil majors’ interest 
in Argentina tests 
free-market reforms 

Oil majors are evaluating bids for offshore explo-
ration rights in Argentina, a major change in a
country that sent Spanish energy giant Repsol

packing six years ago and has seen little offshore
exploration for decades. To secure bids, Argentina will
need to show it has moved beyond its historical fluctua-
tions between free-market policies and left-wing pop-
ulism and that it has made progress in lowering costs
for energy firms.

Oil companies including Shell and Statoil told Reuters
they are looking at bidding in the auctions, to be held lat-
er this year, and a government official said Exxon and
Chevron have also shown interest. The country faces
fierce competition to attract the billions of dollars of
investment needed to develop deepwater reserves.
Brazil, Ecuador, Mexico and neighboring Uruguay will all
auction offshore blocks in 2018 after undertaking oil
market reforms or revising contract terms to facilitate the
entry of the world’s top energy companies.

For Big Oil, the potential access to Latin American
energy reserves is unprecedented. In many countries
now opening, including Argentina, resource nationalism
has long barred their entry or limited opportunities. Six
years ago, former populist President Cristina Fernandez
expropriated Repsol’s stake in Argentina’s state-owned
oil company YPF SA. The move sent chills through both
the energy industry and the entire private sector.

Interviews with oil industry executives, consultants,
geologists and officials point to optimism for Argentina’s
upcoming auctions and for President Mauricio Macri’s
government, which has sought private sector and U.S.
government help in structuring the process. “Growing
confidence in the current government’s policies - their
focus on trying to create an environment that is attractive
for investments - has been the big change,” Shell’s head
of deepwater Wael Sawan told Reuters on the sidelines
of an industry gathering in Houston. “It’s that focus that
has created more interest by the sector to say ‘why not,
let’s look at this.’”

The auction will be a test of company confidence in
the longevity of Macri’s reform agenda because it can
take a decade between an initial investment in offshore
exploration and the first production. Argentina will take
bids for three offshore basins from July through
November. Exploration rights for blocks in the 130,000-
square km Argentina Basin, 90,000-square km Malvinas
West Basin and 5,000 square kilometers in the Austral
Basin are on offer.

While little exploration has been done outside the
Austral basin, YPF has identified 22 million barrels of oil
equivalent for further investigation, upstream head Pablo
Bizotto said at an event last Wednesday. “There is a lot of
interest from large companies - Chevron, Exxon Mobil,
Shell,” Daniel Redondo, the secretary for strategic ener-
gy planning in Argentina’s Energy Ministry, told Reuters
on the sidelines of a recent event. 

Consultancy Bain & Company, on a contract with the
government to gauge interest, last year interviewed more
than 60 companies, including “all the majors” and inde-
pendent explorers including Anadarko and Hunt Oil, said
Diego Garcia, a Buenos Aires-based Bain partner.
Colombia’s Ecopetrol may bid in the auctions, its chief
executive told Reuters.

Norway’s Statoil, which already has onshore drilling
projects in Argentina, is partnering with YPF on offshore
seismic studies and is “considering future licensing
rounds,” a spokesman said. “Huge areas of the
Argentinian continental shelf will be available for bids
from companies,” executive vice president for explo-
ration Tim Dodson said at an event in Buenos Aires last
Wednesday. “We have of course started our evaluations
already.” Chevron and Exxon declined to comment.
Anadarko and Hunt did not respond to requests for com-
ment. Firms likely won’t decide whether to bid until the
full terms of the auction are published.

Opening to industry
Macri’s government has enacted pro-market reforms

across the economy. His ‘Let’s Change’ coalition swept to
victory in midterm elections last October, taking advan-
tage of divisions within the opposition Peronist move-
ment, which is generally defined by strong defense of
labor rights and national sovereignty. Macri is on course
to become the first non-Peronist president to finish his
term since Argentina’s return to democracy in 1983. He’s
expected to stand for re-election starting in late 2019.

The decision to hold offshore auctions comes as
Argentina struggles to attract investment to its Vaca
Muerta shale play, which is in a remote part of Argentina
that lacks infrastructure to get oil and gas to consumers.
Argentina is home to the world’s No. 2 resources of shale
gas and the fourth largest of shale oil, estimates the US
Energy Information Agency. Yet oil production peaked in
1998 and gas output topped out in 2004, according to
Energy Ministry data. Investment in exploration has
dried up since the country’s 2001 financial crisis and the
populist political response.

Under the terms of a 2014 revision to Argentina’s
hydrocarbons law, which was well-received by industry,
royalties paid to the national government will be 12 per-
cent of the value of hydrocarbons extracted and com-
panies would receive exploration rights for three years,
with an option to extend for three years. Rights for each
exploration block would be awarded to the company
that pledges the most investment, as laid out in the law,
Garcia said. —Reuters

Bitcoin start-ups take aim at remittances market

Can pop-ups pave 
the way to thriving 
public space in 
world’s cities?

On a patch of gravel that was once a nondescript bus stop in
Kuala Lumpur’s old city, passersby can now find brightly-
painted wooden pallets that double as seating and shelves

stocked with free books for the taking. At least, for the time being.
The transformation is temporary, a month-long demonstration to
judge the public’s reaction to the idea of turning a slice of the
sprawling Malaysian capital no bigger than a small hotel room into a
permanent public space. This try-it-before-you-buy-it approach is
known as a pop-up. Pop-ups have become popular in many cities,
often the brainchild of local residents in an effort to improve their
neighborhoods or turn derelict spaces into community hubs. They
include cycling activists who paint bike lanes without government
approval to push for safer streets, retailers who launch temporary
shops in repurposed shipping containers to revitalize flagging high
streets or food trucks gathered in empty parking lots.

“We’ve found by working with cities sometimes they are a little
bit wary about having to put a lot of investment into public
spaces,” said Cecilia Anderson, who leads the public space pro-
gram at UN-Habitat, the UN’s lead agency on urban issues.
“Sometimes it helps to do a small pop-up public space just to
showcase on a temporary level what kinds of benefits it has for the
city, the citizens, and that neighborhood.”

‘Ultimate Irony’
Public space has been shrinking in the world’s fast-growing

cities, where almost 70 percent of the population is expected to
live by 2050, compared to just over half today, according to UN
estimates. Experts say, however, it should be a paramount goal for
city leaders as research shows inadequate, poorly designed or pri-
vatised public spaces generate exclusion and marginalization.
“Public space is really the backbone or the skeleton of the city,”
Anderson told Thomson Reuters Foundation. Highlighting its
importance for social inclusion and well-being, public space was
included as a target in the UN Sustainable Development Goals,
with the aim to provide universal access to “safe, inclusive and
accessible, green and public spaces” by 2030.

In Kuala Lumpur’s bustling historic center, local urban regen-

eration agency Think City installed a pop-up plaza along
Petaling Street and three small green spaces, known as parklets.
They form a cluster of benches, plants, and overhead canvas for
shade taking up the size of a parking spot along the busy street,
as well as a mock microhousing unit in an existing park. It also
spruced up a laneway next to the agency’s headquarters with a
mural and a chalkboard inviting ideas on how else to improve the
neglected alley.

For Think City director Neil Khor, the pop-ups are an attempt
to reignite flagging interest in public space among residents in the
city of 6.5 million people. “This is the ultimate irony - when I was
growing up we had more public space,” said Khor whose organi-
zation works on community-based urban regeneration. “Some
time in the 1980s we had this mall culture from the United States.
Suddenly the public space is exactly inside the mall.”

What people want
While Kuala Lumpur’s extravagant malls never seem to lack for

visitors, the pop-ups garnered mixed reviews, if they were noticed
at all. On two recent visits to the temporary public spaces, some of
the parklets were empty, though one equipped with mobile phone
chargers proved popular with a quartet of teenagers. A parklet
adorned with a chessboard sat vacant while next door,
Bangladeshi migrants conducted a vibrant trade in fruits and veg-
etables on the sidewalk, their produce truck blocking a freshly
painted bike lane.

The plaza bedecked with bookshelves drew several curious
onlookers, who were invited to leave comments on what they
would like to see in the space, and whether it should be made per-
manent. Visitors asked for more seating, a drinking fountain, shade
and a playground for children. Most respondents declared their
enthusiasm for a permanent plaza. “It’s wonderful, it looks good, it
makes the place beautiful and lively. No complaints,” said parale-
gal John Ng, who stopped by after work. “There should be more
public spaces instead of tall buildings and cars,” he said, standing
in the middle of the plaza.

Retiree Emily Tan, taking a break from a shopping trip in
Chinatown, preferred to sit on permanent benches next to the
pop-up and take in the view. “This one they should develop as a
park,” she said. “More plants, flowers, and let people sit down.”

Universal design
While officially-sanctioned pop-up public spaces can be found

in cities around the world, the trend started in the developed
world. A San Francisco design firm invented the parklet, and New
York City became a model for carving out small plazas from
unused odds and ends on the city’s streets. “These temporary
approaches in the global north were meant to bring informality to

cities that didn’t have them,” said Ethan Kent from New York-
based non-profit Project for Public Spaces. “These were solutions
meant to bring back that life to the streets.”

But as the concept and the designs that go with them have
become universal, critics question whether pop-ups can work just
everywhere. “On the one hand, it looks like a free street library,
where you’re encouraged to take a book you like,” said Emily
Silverman, a professor at Hebrew University in Jerusalem. “But the
black base, cheerful colors, and especially the position in the mid-
dle of a street during an international conference, signal ‘don’t
touch’,” said Silverman, referring to the World Urban Forum in
Kuala Lumpur last month.

She said in Jerusalem, free street libraries worked well in secu-
lar and middle-class professional areas, but they got vandalized in
ultra-Orthodox areas, for fear they would help distribute other-
wise forbidden books. “The (pop-up’s) lure of ‘lighter, quicker,
cheaper’ can encourage artificial importing, ignoring local context
to just get stuff done,” she said.

Khor defended the overall initiative in Kuala Lumpur as a valu-
able social experiment. He noted an impromptu badminton game
in the alleyway, chess matches between migrants in the parklet, a
tea shop that regularly waters the plants in the parklet, and crowds
eager to explore a micro-housing prototype. “I’m not saying these
projects are perfect,” he said. “We wanted to show that urban
regeneration is a process.”  —Reuters
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Women sit in a new pop-up space in Kuala Lumpur’s old
city in Feb 2018. —Reuters


