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  ABSTRACT 

 

This article examines the European Union’s regulatory framework governing crypto-assets and its implications for 

international trade. Against the backdrop of increasing digitalisation of financial systems and the expansion of cross-

border trade, the study analyses how EU legal measures shape the deployment of blockchain technologies in 

international trade. The study assesses the extent to which EU crypto-asset regulation facilitates legal certainty and 

market integrity while identifying structural tensions between financial risk regulation and trade facilitation 

objectives. Key EU legislative instruments, including Directive (EU) 2018/843 (AMLD5) and the Markets in Crypto-

Assets Regulation (MiCA), are examined alongside relevant policy documents and scholarly literature. The analysis 

further explores how the harmonisation of the EU crypto-asset framework may affect the development of interoperable 

and scalable digital trade infrastructures. 

The findings indicate that the European Union has established a harmonised regulatory architecture that enhances 

transparency, legal certainty, and consumer protection within the crypto-asset sector. At the same time, cumulative 

compliance obligations may constrain the scalability of blockchain-enabled trade solutions, highlighting the 

challenges of balancing regulatory oversight with technological innovation.   

The study demonstrates that EU crypto-asset regulation increasingly influences the governance of digital trade by 

shaping the legal conditions for the deployment of blockchain technologies in cross-border transactions. It concludes 

that effective coordination between financial regulation and international trade policy is essential to support 

innovation while safeguarding market integrity, enhancing legal certainty, and promoting the sustainable 

development of digital trade. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
The rapid emergence of crypto-assets represents a significant transformation in contemporary monetary and 

financial systems, driven by advances in digital technologies and the growing reliance on distributed ledger 

infrastructures. Unlike earlier forms of electronic money, which largely operate within traditional banking 

architectures, crypto-assets introduce decentralised mechanisms for value transfer that challenge established 

regulatory and institutional paradigms. 

At a more fundamental level, monetary systems rely on trust as a prerequisite for economic exchange. 

Historically, such trust has been generated through state authority, physical backing, and institutional oversight 

(Wronka, 2024). The diffusion of blockchain-based technologies has altered this logic by enabling 

technologically mediated trust, whereby transactions may be validated and recorded without centralised 

intermediaries. This shift carries implications not only for financial markets, but also for cross-border 

commercial transactions and digital trade infrastructures. 

Within this context, the European Union faces the complex task of integrating crypto-assets into its financial 

regulatory architecture while safeguarding financial stability, market integrity, and consumer protection. 

Operating within a supranational legal order composed of diverse national systems, the EU has progressively 

developed a regulatory response aimed at addressing the risks and opportunities associated with crypto-assets. 

The adoption of Directive 2018/843 (AMLD5) and, more recently, the Markets in Crypto-Assets Regulation 

illustrates a move toward a harmonised and comprehensive regulatory framework (Haffke et al., 2020).   

Beyond their internal market objectives, these regulatory developments have broader implications for 

international trade. Legal certainty regarding the issuance, transfer, and custody of crypto-assets may shape 

the conditions under which blockchain technologies are deployed in cross-border payment systems, trade 

finance, and digital documentation. At the same time, regulatory design choices may either facilitate or 

constrain the scalability of blockchain-enabled trade solutions (Ferreira & Sandner, 2021). 

Against this background, this article examines the evolution and structure of the European Union’s 

regulatory framework for crypto-assets and assesses its implications for international trade. The article 

employs doctrinal legal analysis combined with normative assessment of regulatory design in order to identify 

core regulatory objectives, structural features, and persisting challenges. It addresses the following research 

question: to what extent does EU crypto-asset regulation shape the conditions for the deployment of blockchain 

technologies in international trade? 

The analysis proceeds by first outlining the evolution and key features of the EU regulatory framework for 

crypto-assets, followed by an examination of its implications for the deployment of blockchain technologies 

in international trade. 
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THE EU REGULATORY FRAMEWORK FOR CRYPTO-ASSETS 

The regulatory treatment of crypto-assets within the European Union has evolved from a fragmented and risk-

oriented approach toward a progressively harmonised legal framework. Early regulatory engagement was 

largely driven by concerns related to money laundering, terrorist financing, and the misuse of decentralised 

digital assets for illicit purposes. Traditional financial regulation, designed around centralised intermediaries 

and territorially bounded supervision, proved inadequate for addressing technologies that operate through 

distributed ledger systems and cross-border networks (Camera & Casari, 2014). 

Initial EU responses therefore focused on extending existing anti-money laundering and counter-terrorist 

financing obligations to actors operating within the crypto-asset ecosystem. This orientation materialised most 

notably in Directive (EU) 2018/843 (AMLD5), which brought virtual asset service providers within the scope 

of the Union’s financial crime prevention framework. By imposing customer due diligence, registration, and 

transaction monitoring requirements, AMLD5 established a foundational layer of regulatory oversight. 

However, its functional emphasis on financial crime prevention meant that broader issues relating to market 

integrity, consumer protection, and systemic risk remained largely unaddressed. 

The limitations of this risk-containment model gradually prompted a conceptual shift in EU regulatory 

policy. Crypto-assets came to be recognised not merely as potential instruments of abuse, but as a structural 

component of the digital economy requiring dedicated legal treatment. This reconceptualisation underpins the 

adoption of the Markets in Crypto-Assets Regulation, which constitutes the first comprehensive and 

horizontally applicable EU framework governing the issuance, public offering, and provision of services in 

relation to crypto-assets (Winnowicz et al., 2021). 

MiCA seeks to establish legal certainty by defining categories of crypto-assets, setting uniform disclosure 

obligations for issuers, and introducing harmonised authorisation and conduct-of-business requirements for 

crypto-asset service providers (Buttigieg et al., 2019). In doing so, it aims to reduce regulatory fragmentation 

and replace divergent national regimes with a coherent supranational architecture. From a systemic 

perspective, this represents a decisive step toward integrating crypto-assets into the broader financial 

regulatory order of the Union. 

Nevertheless, the move toward harmonisation raises complex normative and practical questions. While 

MiCA enhances legal predictability, its detailed compliance architecture may generate significant regulatory 

burdens, particularly for smaller market participants and innovative start-ups (Carata & Knottenbelt, 2024). 

The risk exists that extensive licensing, capital, and governance requirements could function as barriers to 

market entry, thereby privileging larger, well-resourced actors. This dynamic illustrates a central tension within 

EU crypto-asset regulation: the need to mitigate risks without unduly constraining technological innovation. 

A further challenge concerns supervisory convergence and enforcement consistency. Although MiCA is 

directly applicable, effective regulation depends on the capacity and practices of national competent 
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authorities. Divergent supervisory cultures and resource disparities among Member States may lead to 

variations in enforcement intensity, potentially undermining the objective of a truly unified crypto-asset market 

(Zetzsche et al., 2019). Accordingly, harmonisation at the legislative level must be accompanied by 

strengthened coordination among supervisory authorities. 

The EU regulatory model thus reflects an ongoing attempt to recalibrate financial law in response to 

technological transformation. Rather than relying exclusively on prohibition or deregulation, the Union has 

opted for a framework that seeks to channel innovation within a structured legal environment. This approach 

recognises both the economic potential of crypto-assets and the necessity of safeguarding market integrity, 

consumer interests, and financial stability. 

From an analytical standpoint, EU crypto-asset regulation may be characterised as evolutionary rather than 

static. Continuous monitoring of technological developments, market practices, and emerging risks remains 

indispensable. The effectiveness of the regulatory framework will ultimately depend on its capacity to adapt 

to new forms of crypto-assets and evolving business models while preserving proportionality and legal 

coherence. 

 

IMPLICATIONS OF EU CRYPTO REGULATION FOR INTERNATIONAL TRADE 

The potential implications of crypto-asset regulation for international trade extend beyond financial market 

stability and investor protection to structural facets of global commerce, where distributed ledger technologies 

have garnered significant attention as instruments capable of reducing trade frictions and enhancing procedural 

efficiency (Teichmann et al., 2024). Unlike traditional trade infrastructure, which relies on centralised 

institutions and intermediaries to authenticate and record transactions, blockchain represents a decentralised 

trust mechanism enabling participants to access and verify trade-related records without the need for singular 

authoritative control (Bajoudah et al., 2019). This foundational characteristic is recognised as a core value 

proposition of the technology in the context of international trade logistics, documentation, and supply chain 

management.  

The World Trade Organization’s examination of blockchain emphasises the technology’s potential to 

mitigate long-standing inefficiencies associated with cross-border trade processes including burdensome 

paperwork, duplicative verification requirements, and fragmented information systems by enabling secure, 

immutable, and transparent transaction records Chang, (Iakovou et al., 2020). In particular, blockchain’s 

capacity to automate and time-stamp trade documentation could support the transformation of trade procedures 

toward more integrated and paperless modalities, thereby reducing administrative costs and delays that 

traditionally impede commercial exchanges (Adeoye et al., 2025).  

Notably, the application of smart contracts and related distributed ledger functionalities in trade finance 

presents opportunities to streamline payment settlements, letters of credit, and other financial instruments 
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foundational to international commerce (Mukhandi et al., 2025). By automating contractual conditions and 

reducing dependency on intermediaries, blockchain-based systems may lower transaction costs and build 

confidence among trade counterparts operating across juridical boundaries (Toorajipour et al., 2022). These 

dynamics align with broader objectives of modern trade facilitation frameworks, which seek to enhance 

efficiency, predictability, and inclusiveness in global markets.  

Despite its demonstrated prospects, the integration of blockchain into cross-border trade ecosystems is 

contingent upon the development of interoperable standards and harmonised regulatory approaches (Li et al., 

2025). The absence of commonly accepted protocols for data formats, consensus mechanisms, and cross-chain 

interoperability constrains seamless exchange of trade-critical information across jurisdictions and platforms, 

potentially diluting the technology’s transformative capacity (McDaniel & Norberg, 2019). Additionally, the 

legal recognition of blockchain-generated records and smart contracts within disparate national legal orders 

remains uneven, posing barriers to their enforceability and adoption.  

From a policy perspective, the interplay between EU crypto-asset regulation and international trade 

dynamics also raises normative questions about regulatory spillover effects. While robust regulatory 

frameworks like the Markets in Crypto-Assets Regulation can enhance legal certainty and encourage adoption 

of blockchain-enabled trade solutions within the European internal market, they may also shape global norms 

and standards that influence the pace and direction of technology diffusion in international trade. Moreover, 

the possible regulatory divergence between jurisdictions underscores the need for concerted international 

cooperation to avoid fragmentation that could hinder rather than facilitate digital trade.  

While harmonised EU rules may facilitate the deployment of blockchain-based trade solutions by providing 

legal certainty, the cumulative effect of compliance obligations may simultaneously constrain experimentation 

and scalability. This regulatory paradox illustrates the structural tension between trade facilitation objectives 

and risk-oriented financial regulation. 

Ultimately, the implications of EU crypto regulation for cross-border trade are multi-dimensional, 

encompassing technological, legal, and economic considerations. By reducing transaction costs, promoting 

transparency, and encouraging the creation of digital trust mechanisms, blockchain technologies have the 

potential to reshape structural elements of international commerce. However, realising this potential requires 

more than technological innovation; it necessitates harmonised regulatory strategies, interoperable standards, 

and robust legal frameworks that can support scalable and inclusive adoption across diverse trade regimes. 

This article argues that EU crypto-asset regulation should be understood not merely as a financial 

governance framework, but as an emerging pillar of digital trade governance. By shaping the legal conditions 

under which blockchain technologies may be deployed at scale, MiCA indirectly structures the architecture of 

future cross-border trade. This perspective contributes to existing scholarship by reconceptualising crypto-

asset regulation as a driver of digital trade integration rather than a purely financial compliance regime. 
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CONCLUSION  

 
This study demonstrates that the European Union has developed a comprehensive regulatory framework for 

crypto-assets that extends beyond traditional financial crime prevention and increasingly shapes the legal 

environment of the digital economy. Through instruments such as Directive (EU) 2018/843 (AMLD5) and the 

Markets in Crypto-Assets Regulation, the EU has sought to establish legal certainty, enhance market integrity, 

and protect consumers while integrating crypto-assets into its broader financial regulatory architecture. 

The analysis further indicates that EU crypto-asset regulation carries significant implications for 

international trade. By structuring the legal conditions under which blockchain technologies may be deployed 

in cross-border payment systems, trade finance, and digital documentation, the EU framework indirectly 

influences the architecture of emerging digital trade infrastructures. At the same time, cumulative compliance 

obligations may constrain experimentation and scalability, revealing a structural tension between financial risk 

regulation and trade facilitation objectives. 

From a normative perspective, EU crypto-asset regulation should therefore be understood not merely as a 

sector-specific financial governance regime, but as an emerging component of digital trade governance. This 

reconceptualisation highlights the growing interdependence between financial regulation and international 

trade law in the digital economy and underscores the need for greater conceptual and institutional coordination 

between these regulatory domains. 

Ultimately, the effectiveness of EU crypto-asset regulation will depend on its capacity to remain adaptive, 

proportionate, and technologically informed. Policymakers should strive to ensure that regulatory design 

safeguards financial stability and market integrity while preserving the innovative potential of blockchain 

technologies and supporting the sustainable integration of digital solutions into international trade. Such a 

balanced approach is essential for fostering a resilient and inclusive digital economic order. 
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