Thailand’s The Strand accepts crypto as payment
but others see limited prospect in property deals

Proponents of digital payment tokens hope to establish
nascent crypto-property market in S-E Asia. But it might
not come to Singapore just yet, with cryptocurrencies
whipsawing in prices in a regulatory grey zone
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Singapore
DESPITE its volatility, cryptocurrency
is becoming an alternative way for
consumers to make purchases in
South-east Asia, from food and coffee
to luxury cars. But properties?

Just last month, Singapore-based
digital exchange Zipmex partnered
Thai luxury developer One.Six Devel-
opment to facilitate crypto payments
for a 188-unit condo in Bangkok.

With this tie-up, the platform -
which s not licensed in Singapore — ex-
pands on its service of arranging Lam-
borghini and Tesla purchases using
bitcoin. ZipSpend, its payment net-
work, also allows fine-art lovers to
buy artwork with cryptocurrency.

Zipmex's chief executive officer
and co-founder Marcus Lim said the
ability to facilitate crypto transac-
tions helps developers “get a new
type of customers through the door".

One.Six's freechold project along
Thonglor Road, The Strand, was
launched in August 2018 with pre-
sales starting from 16.5 million baht
($$695,355), and is slated for comple-
tion in Q3. Close to half of the units -
91 out of 188 - have been sold, at an
average price of about 32,000 baht
(S$1,361) per square foot. The Strand
also houses a three-storey retail po-
dium and a park with public access.

One.Six co-founder Chawin Ath-
akravisunthorn told The Business
Times that one of The Strand’s pent-
houses was sold in 2018 to a wealthy
crypto investor, but “at the time there
wasn't really the infrastructure for us
to be able to receive payments in
cryptocurrencies”.

Mr Lim said Zipmex has thus far re-
ceived one crypto deposit for the de-
velopment, adding that there has
been a “steady stream of interest”.

One.Six and Zipmex's tie-up
provides the infrastructure to make
such payments possible, but the initi-
ative is at a “very early stage”, and the
developer's conversations with real
estate agents about it have just be-
gun, Mr Athakravisunthorn said.

One.Six's customers can close part
of their property transactions, such
as the deposit, with crypto, and the re-
mainder with fiat money.

Zipmex's platform can “immedi-
ately” convert crypto to fiat, and vice
versa, based on the market price at
the point of transaction. One.Six
quotes its price in baht and the buyer
shells out an equivalent amount in
crypto, which is then converted into
baht to be accepted by the developer.
Zipmex takes a portion of the conver-
sion fees; Mr Lim declined to disclose
the percentage as “arrangements can
be different for each partner”.

Asked if Zipmex is exploring the
same with property developers in
Singapore, Mr Lim said: “We are kind
of looking at certain partnerships in
Singapore (but) it's still very early at
this point in time.”

Still, there are potential issues

such as wild price swings, opportunit-
ies for bad actors, and complex prop-
erty tax schedules in jurisdictions like
Singapore, industry observers told
BT, even as this option allows sellers
to widen their reach to buyers.

Mr Lim said while the Thai authorit-
ies have clear regulations for the in-
ner workings of cryptocurrency ex-
changes, there remains what he calls
a “regulatory gap" in Singapore.

Zipmex is not licensed by the Mon-
etary Authority of Singapore (MAS) to
provide digital payment token ser-
vices.

Under the latest Payment Services
Act, which went into effect in January
2020, entities dealing in or facilitating
the exchange of cryptocurrencies or
digital payment tokens (DPTs) in
Singapore must eventually be li-
censed and regulated.

But in this period of regulatory
transition, Zipmex is among more
than 300 entities - which also include
Alibaba Group, Binance Holdings, and
Alphabet Inc - seeking licences but al-
lowed to be exempted temporarily
from holding one under the Act for
specific payment services. The ex-
emption will cease after a specified
period, MAS said.

On its website, Zipmex tells cus-
tomers that it takes a risk-based ap-
proach in assessing and managing
money-laundering and terrorist finan-
cing risks to the company. Its due-dili-
gence processes are such that “you

are part of an ecosystem where all
bad actors are prohibited from enter-
ing and all participants exist in the
real-world”, it said.

MAS does not regulate the tokens
themselves, and “does not set require-
ments on whether businesses can ac-
cept DPTs for payments”, said a

One.Six's The Strand along Thonglor Road, Bangkok, is slated for completion in Q3. Close to half of the units - 91
out of 188 - have been sold, at an average price of about 32,000 baht psf. PHOTO: ZIPMEX, ONE.SIX DEVELOPMENT

spokesperson for the authority in re-
sponse to BT's queries.

“Businesses that wish to accept
DFT's as payments, including for prop-
erty purchases, should understand
the nature of DPT's and be prepared to
bear the attendant risks. DPTs are not
legal tender, they are not issued by
any government and their market
value can be highly volatile,” she said.

In Singapore, fiat payments for un-
completed residential and commer-
cial properties are standardised un-
der the terms of options to purchase
(OTPs) and sale and purchase agree-
ments (SPAs). If a developer wants to
amend the OTP or SPA for such un-
completed properties - for instance,

to add crypto as a payment mode — it
must seek approval from the Control-
ler of Housing, BT understands.

Crypto payments for transactions
involving other types of properties, in-
cluding those in the resale market, do
not appear to be regulated.

Major property developers in
Singapore declined to comment when
approached by BT.

Lee Nai Jia, deputy director of the
Institute of Real Estate and Urban
Studies at the National University of
Singapore (IREUS), said given the volat-
ility of crypto conversion rates to fiat
money, it will be “hard" for de-
velopers to accept crypto payments
for new launches. “They probably will

only try if they have very few remain-
ing units and want to widen their net”
to reach more buyers, he added.

And in the resale market, it is even
less likely for digital tokens to be
used, as individual sellers tend to
have fewer resources to conduct due
diligence and may not fully under-
stand cryptocurrencies, Dr Lee noted.

Some of Singapore's largest real es-

tate agencies, including PropNex and
OrangeTee & Tie, noted that crypto-re-
lated enquiries from property buyers
and sellers have been scarce.

ERA Singapore CEO Jack Chua said:
“There isn't any legislative protection
if you lose money from dealing with
digital currencies. Property transac-

tions are highly regulated in Singa-
pore, so | don't foresee crypto being
accepted by the authorities as an al-
ternative mode of payment.”

Huttons Asia research director Lee
Sze Teck said the environment for
such payments is “still at its infancy
in Singapore and yet to become main-
stream”. Interest in using crypto for
property transactions remains “low”,
given the associated risks and the fact
that the tokens are not considered
legal tender here, he said, though this
may change once it is more regulated.

Dr Lee from IREUS expects demo-
graphic shifts to potentially support
the adoption of crypto in real estate
deals, as younger buyers are likely to
be savvier in digital tokens and “less
entrenched in the traditional manner
of how transactions can take place”.

He sees a higher likelihood for
crypto to be accepted in the commer-
cial property leasing market and for
property management fees. As these
payment quantums are smaller than
in property purchases, landlords will
face lower risk associated with crypto
price fluctuations, Dr Lee said.

Tan Kok Keong, chief business of-
ficer at Korea-based financial services
platform Kasa, which looks at fraction-
alising real estate investments, said
collaborations such as Zipmex and
One.Six's could serve as a marketing
tactic: “With regard to crypto pay-
ments for property, both sides could
be taking on quite a big risk due to
volatility. But although they may lose
a bit in the actual transactions, the
novelty of the option could generate
publicity for them, maybe even glob-
ally. So they could treat the loss as an
indirect marketing fee.”

One.Six's Mr Athakravisunthorn is

certain that in time, cryptocurrency
will become “an important alternative
form of payment” in Thailand's real es-
tate market. “The plan is not for it to
be the main form of transaction for
our residential units, but to provide a
secure alternative for customers who
are active in the crypto markets.”

Crypto buyers now looking
to purchase a physical home
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THAI developer One.Six’s target buy-
ers for The Strand, its 30-storey “ultra-
luxurious” condo in Bangkok, are afflu-
ent, seasoned investors aged 25 to 35,
said its co-founder Chawin Athakrav-
isunthorn. In contrast, the typical
property buyer in Thailand is often
older, or “the parents of this genera-
tion”, he added.

“By offering crypto as an alternat-
ive form of payment, we're able to be
more attractive and gain exposure to
this (younger) market, where buyers
may have been successful with crypto
investments and want to diversify
into (tangible) assets like real estate
and also want to enjoy a luxury life-
style,” he noted.

One.Six has “received interest”
from both foreign and Thai buyers in
potentially using cryptocurrencies to
purchase residential units at The
Strand, via the Zipmex collaboration,
Mr Athakravisunthorn said.

Likewise, Zipmex CEO Marcus Lim
told BT that prospective customers at-
tracted to the option of paying with
crypto are likely between the ages of
35 and 45. Those who have made
windfalls from the bitcoin bull run in
the past year might be keen to invest
their profits in hard assets, he added.

Globally, property-listing plat-
forms aimed at crypto-friendly buyers
and sellers have also emerged.

Bithome, for instance, features
properties around the world that can
be transacted with bitcoin; it offers an
escrow service in partnership with a
Swiss crypto broker. Sellers pay the
portal between US$29 and US$89 per
month to list their properties, which

have included apartments, office
buildings and logistics centres.

A 5,067 square foot penthouse in
Miami Beach's Arte condo sold for
US$22.5 million in cryptocurrency in
end May, making it the most expens-
ive known residential crypto real es-
tate transaction in the US to date. Ac-
cording to Forbes, Arte had received a
dozen offers for the unit since announ-
cing that they would be accepting
crypto for sales in mid May.

Blockchain technology, which en-
ables crypto’s existence, has also been
used in novel approaches to property
investment. Like Kasa, Singapore-
based fintech Shareable Asset lowers
barriers of entry into the market
through the use of digital tokens, such
that retail investors can own a frac-
tional share of real estate assets. Crit-
ics say some of these may just be less
regulated forms of real estate invest-
ment trusts.

From left: Zipmex Asia’s chief strategy officer Proud Limpongpan,
Zipmex Thailand’s CEO Akalarp Bank Yimwilai, One.Six CEO Tanyatip
Chearavanon, and One.Six co-founder Chawin Athakravisunthom.
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San Francisco-based blockchain
startup Propy in May announced an
auction of an apartment in Kiev,
Ukraine, as a non-fungible token.

One.Six CEO and founder, Tanyatip
Chearavanont, told BT she believes

crypto is “here to stay”.

“We want to provide convenience
for our customers who have different
preferences; for certain people, that
may be payment through cryptocur-
rency.”





