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As the intersection between traditional
finance (TradFi) and the virtual asset
(VA) space continues to widen, the
Securities and Futures Commission (SFC)
of Hong Kong has recently launched
a new phase in VA regulation. The
“ASPIRe” roadmap, an abbreviation of
Access, Safeguards, Products, Infrastructure
and Relationships, includes 12 initiatives
designed for streamlined market access,
adaptive compliance and product
frameworks, and infrastructure upgrades
to bridge TradFi reliability with blockchain
efficiency.
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o keep pace with the rapid evolution of the
TVA landscape, through a set of comprehensive
frameworks, the SFC has a track record of

proactively regulating VA activities dating back to
2018. Based on the “same business, same risks,
same rules” principle, the regulatory requirements
applicable to intermediaries providing VA-related
activities are derived from existing regulatory
requirements but are adapted to address the specific
risks posed by VAs.

The regulatory frameworks cover anti-money
laundering (AML) and key investor protection
concerns such as the safe custody of assets,
segregation of client assets, avoidance of conflicts

of interest, market manipulation surveillance,
cybersecurity standards and requirements, accounting
and auditing, and risk management requirements.

www.hkib.org

VA activities regulated by the SFC now include
operation of centralised VA trading platforms (VATP),
VA-related activities conducted by SFC-licensed
intermediaries, including VA fund management, VA
dealing and advisory services, and the distribution
of VA-related products. Noting how Hong Kong has
developed a “dynamic and adaptable environment
for virtual/digital assets” in the 2024 “Digital Assets
Regulation: Insights from Jurisdictional Approaches”
report, the World Economic Forum acknowledged the
SFC’s aim “to establish a facilitating environment
that puts in place timely and necessary guardrails
to mitigate actual and potential risks in accordance
with international standards.” The same report also
noted in 2023 that, with its licensing regime for VA
service providers, the SFC became one of the first
regulators to not only comply with international AML
and counter-financing of terrorism requirements

as stipulated by the Financial Action Task Force,

but also to provide comprehensive regulatory
requirements on investor protection recognised by
the International Monetary Fund.
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With the global VA market increasingly

strengthening as a transformative

force in finance, through focusing on
streamlining market entry by providing
regulatory clarity, the “ASPIRe” roadmap

sets out the framework to attract
qualified participants, enhance investor
choice and integrate Hong Kong with
global liquidity. ¢ e

Building on the establishment of previous initiatives, under
the “ASPIRe” roadmap, the SFC will support the Government’s
introduction of new licensing frameworks for VA dealing and
VA custodian services. Further, VA product and service offerings
will be expanded. Other measures encompass optimisation of
operational requirements for VA trading platforms, combatting
illicit activities, investor education, and proactive stakeholder
engagement. SFC Chief Executive Officer Julia LEUNG notes how
the launch of the “ASPIRe” roadmap marks a key milestone in
the SFC’s strategy towards strengthening the VA ecosystem.
“The SFC will continue to balance innovation with investor
protection measures, reinforcing Hong Kong’s global leadership
in digital finance,” Ms LEUNG added. Regulations that balance
innovation with investor protection will help to set the
foundation for a reliable and sustainable market structure that
provides confidence to market participants. This in turn will
help to draw in a broader universe of stakeholders, including a
growing number of institutional stakeholders.

Access

With the global VA market increasingly strengthening as

a transformative force in finance, through focusing on
streamlining market entry by providing regulatory clarity,

the “ASPIRe” roadmap sets out the framework to attract
qualified participants, enhance investor choice and integrate
Hong Kong with global liquidity. Initiatives include supporting
the Government’s establishment of licensing regimes for VA
dealing and custody services, attracting global platforms, as
well as order flows and liquidity providers. Importantly, it is
only through the integration of global platforms that local
investors are able to access global markets, while attracting
institutional liquidity to trade in Hong Kong is key to fostering
a deeper and more liquid market.
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Safeguards

Safeguards are another area the SFC aims to optimise
by balancing compliance with regulatory requirements
without compromising security. Crucially, the SFC

will explore adopting a dynamic approach to custody
technologies and storage ratios, enhance insurance and
compensation frameworks, while clarifying investor
onboarding and product categorisation. This will involve
transitioning to more technology-neutral solutions and
outcome-based standards that prioritise the overall
custody control environment, as well as actively engaging
with stakeholders to align insurance frameworks with
global practices.

Products

The third pillar of the “ASPIRe” roadmap - Products -
focuses on expanding product offerings and services based
on investor categorisation. Initiatives relating to “Products”
include exploring a regulatory framework for professional
investor-exclusive new token listings and VA derivative
trading, exploring VA margin financing requirements
aligned with securities market risk management
safeguards, as well as considering allowing borrowing/
lending services under clear custody and operational
guidelines. To facilitate product offerings, the SFC will
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explore risk-appropriate VA investment tools for investors,
which are intended not only to encourage the introduction
of innovative products but also to protect retail investors
from potential risks.

Infrastructure

To strengthen the SFC’s capability in market-wide oversight
through the use of new technology tools and infrastructure
building, the Regulator aims to consolidate cross-agency
collaboration to monitor illicit activities in the region. With
the SFC modernising reporting, surveillance, and cross-
agency collaboration, leveraging infrastructure includes
considering solutions for efficient regulatory reporting,
deploying advanced surveillance tools to detect illicit
activities, strengthening local cross-agency collaboration,
and promoting cross-border cooperation with global
regulators.

Relationships
Empowering investors and the industry through education,
engagement, and transparency, while strengthening
existing relationships and building new ones, is a key pillar
of the “ASPIRe” roadmap. Initiatives include setting up
new investor engagement channels, cultivating sustainable
communication, and developing a talent network. As the
popularity of financial content available on social media
platforms gains momentum — particularly the impact
financial influencers or “finfluencers” are making — the

SFC is developing best practice guidance in responsible
communication. To develop a skilled and resourceful VA
talent pool, the SFC will continue to support industry bodies
in delivering timely and relevant training programmes
tailored to meet market needs.

(1A
Marking a milestone that underscores

the SFC’s pioneering leadership in
regulated digital investing, in April 2024,
Hong Kong became the first jurisdiction

in Asia to launch VA spot ETFs. e e

ISSUE 142 - 2025

BE

AT RAREEREREHHENESN, BEE
AERBEAFRKXTANITEERER, &
BB E UERENNIEEED. AE
FER A UERME R EERERE 2R
CERRRNENR, 8 TREARMNE
EERS R, EATENGRETIARERIEE
TEE; MRA M IRIF, Lie gl eXE
ERBNBIRETF,

R

BRHRE.CBEBNREAZHE, HEREE
MER, R MRREAARLZILREAR, 2
“ASPIRe” B 4R B 89— B $2 < 1 . 1B RAHE I
BRRUFNKREE BEEE. BEIUFHEN
BB, U B RAT . lEE L3R
EOMENET R mE N, TERREALI FrEER
FENLHEHEBE IRGERIEaEEEEN
RIEBRES . ARIUKNRABRRERZEE
IHEREEANT B, BRETREESFFITE
Wis, ERHE AAERERVIEFIE 8, LI &5

FE




Implementation of the Roadmap

Virtual Asset Consultative Panel

Established in January 2025 as one of the SFC’s initiatives
under “Relationships”, the Regulator plans to proactively
collaborate with industry stakeholders via the Virtual Asset
Consultative Panel. The Panel comprises all licensed VATP

entities represented by members of their senior management.

The Panel is seen as an invaluable contribution to the SFC’s
formulation of regulatory policies to further facilitate the
development of a sustainable and resilient VA ecosystem.
Through collaboration amongst its members, the Panel will
identify policy priorities, paving the way for market and
regulatory developments backed by investor safeguards.

Staking

Staking, a proof-of-stake consensus mechanism that allows
investors to earn returns by committing or locking their
digital assets into blockchain networks, was identified as

an initiative under the Products heading of the “ASPIRe”
roadmap. To facilitate the growth of VA businesses in Hong
Kong, in April 2025, the SFC issued a circular to provide
regulatory guidance for licensed VATPs to offer staking service
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to their clients. To manage risks to investors, licensed VATPs
are required to take measures to effectively prevent errors
associated with the staking services, safeguard staked client
VAs, and ensure proper disclosure of risks to which such staked
assets may be subject.

To provide further guidance and clarity, the SFC also published a
revised circular that allows SFC-authorised funds with exposure
to VAs to participate in staking through eligible SFC-licensed
VATPs. To manage liquidity risk, the SFC has set a cap on the
proportion of VA spot exchange-traded funds (ETFs) that can

be staked. Enabling SFC-authorised VA spot ETFs to participate
in staking makes Hong Kong the first jurisdiction in Asia to do
so. Licensed VATPs are now allowed to provide staking services
to clients, subject to the expected standards as set out in the
SFC’s circular on staking services and upon approval by the SFC.
This will enable investors, including those of SFC-authorised VA
funds, to potential of earning yields in a blockchain protocol’s
validation process within a regulated environment. Significantly,
the regulatory requirements reflect the SFC’s core principle -

embracing innovation without compromising investor protection.

VA spot ETFs
Marking a milestone that underscores the SFC’s pioneering
leadership in regulated digital investing, in April 2024, Hong

Kong became the first jurisdiction in Asia to launch VA spot ETFs.

Furthermore, in December 2023, the SFC announced its retail VA
spot ETF policy with in-kind subscription and redemption, which
was also the first in Asia. Today, Hong Kong remains the largest
VA ETF market in Asia. Notably, the SFC’s robust regulatory
framework sets Hong Kong apart from many other jurisdictions,
as the SFC licenses all key players to conduct their VA-specific
activities, from fund managers to fund custodians and trading
platforms. This includes strict oversight of VA custody, with
private keys and seeds secured in Hong Kong, safeguarding
investors from the unique risks associated with VAs.
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VA dealing and VA custodian regimes

As Hong Kong pursues its aim to become Asia’s leading VA
hub, under Initiative 1 of the “ASPIRe” roadmap, licensing
regimes for VA dealing and custody services will be
established in Hong Kong. Hong Kong’s regulated VA market
currently primarily covers VATPs and other existing SFC-
regulated intermediaries. To promote VA development in Hong
Kong, it is necessary to include regulated non-VATP entities,
which include dealers and custodians, in the VA ecosystem.
This would enhance diversity in service offerings, investor
choice, and market competitiveness.

As Hong Kong continues its journey towards becoming a
leading digital finance hub, fostering a balance between
innovation and regulation, the exploration of new VA
regulations underscores the SFC’s commitment to building a
sustainable and inclusive VA ecosystem.

www.hkib.org

EREEREETF

2024F 4R, BERMATMNEEKLERE
EFRGETFHME, SEEERLNETERS
AXRBEEHBRENEEHML IS, B
R2023F 2R AHEEEREEREETFI
R RHBEYSRELEE, EthERMEH. &
ESRH, EBNAREMNERNEREEETF
miH. B EIRNE, SR ERENRERE,
EEBLLFZHMBEIAERRER, ARFA
TESHEE aFREESKE ESHEANK
ZYae AREREERE LS, YREER
TER.EERINEEER, ERERERTE
EREENTE, ARNBEFHATEBEE
FRE, REREERZREREEREREHNT
=

=0

EREEXZNEREEREAFE
BEBHAIRARMNERNEREED D, RIE
“ASPIRe” BRI EIRVETE L, WZ U EREE
REMAERBNERTE EEREENE
REETHZENIEREEREERS A
MAMREEERENTNRBE. S TRES
BHNEREELR, BUERRRENERRT
ZYE, BEXSBNEEN, MAEREE
AR EREARBSREBERRES
EE, MRS HE T,

BREEES A AL EB PO, B
SERREREETREERNER, BT
RIFNEE 2 MBS T4, RERIAHER
HEHEREELEERG, E

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
FE & @& =N

Publications
Sub-Committee,

The Hong Kong Institute
of Bankers

ERRTRGHRERES S

HKIB

09

MAY-JUNE 2025



